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Abstract 
The Torture Debate in the Public Sphere: 
The Discussion of the Abu Ghraib Revelations in 
Newspaper Opinion Pieces, 
Online Discussion Groups and Weblogs 
Julia Hagemann May 
 
 
 
This cross-sectional study examines the torture debate in three parts of what Habermas 
called the public sphere. It examines 596 newspaper opinion pieces drawn from 26 
different newspapers across the country, 210 threads from different online discussion 
groups and 108 blog posts from a sample of 10 different blogs. The period studied was 
between April 26, 2004 and June 30, 2006. 
Using a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods, this study compares the tone, 
content and types of arguments used across these three forums, thereby answering the 
following three questions: (1) whether the mainstream print media confronted or soft-
pedaled the moral and legal issues at stake as consistent with the Indexing and Cascade 
models of press behavior, (2)  whether there was any broader discussion in online 
discussion groups and in the blogosphere as would be consistent with their greater 
approximation of Habermas’s ideal speech situation, and (3) whether there is any 
evidence for or against Luckman’s claim that morality has been privatized.  
The results of this study show that the opinion pieces overwhelmingly argued in 
opposition to violent treatment and actively counter-framed the George W. Bush 
administration’s frame of the scandal, thereby lending support to the Cascade Model of 
press behavior. Furthermore, by examining the variety of topical aspects related to the 
issue that were brought up as well as the breadth of voices that contributed to online 
discussion, this study’s findings support the idea of a broader discussion in online 
communication spaces as consistent with the idea of Habermas’ ideal speech situation. 
Lastly, on the newspaper opinion pages, this study found a marginalization of moral  
argumentation to the religious sources as well as a near absence of moral argumentation 
from online discussion and blogs, which indicates that morality seems to be disappearing 
xi 
 
 
from mainstream public discourse, as it is consistent with Luckman’s idea of the 
privatization of morality.  
  
1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In early 2004, Lieutenant General Ricardo S. Sanchez, senior commander in Iraq, 
ordered an investigation of the U.S. Army’s prison system in Iraq. In February 2004, a 
50-page report written by Major General Antonio M. Taguba and a report by the 
Independent Panel under Chairman James R. Schlesinger outlined the institutional failure 
of the army prison system.  Specifically, Taguba found that between October and 
December of 2003 there were numerous instances of “sadistic, blatant, and wanton 
criminal abuses” at Abu Ghraib, committed by soldiers of the 372nd Military Police 
Company
 
(Hersh, 2004). Even though the report was not meant for public release, 
accounts of physical, psychological, as well as sexual abuse and torture of prisoners held 
in the Abu Ghraib detention facility in Iraq were reported in the American media. On 
April 28, 2004 a CBS 60 Minutes II news report broke the story, showing pictures of 
military personnel abusing prisoners. Only two days later, a New Yorker article by 
Seymour Hersh described the abuse in more detail
1
.  
What had happened? The beginning of the war in Afghanistan in October 2001, 
and two years later the start of the war in Iraq were the beginnings of the United States’ 
War Against Terror, the George W. Bush administration’s reaction to the September 
2011 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City. In addition to active 
combat, the war against terror also called for the interrogation and detention of suspected 
                                                          
 
1 This article was first published in the online version of the New Yorker magazine on 30 April, 2004, and then was 
published the paper issue on May 10, 2004. 
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terrorists. The U.S. operated various detention centers inside and outside of Afghanistan 
and Iraq, with Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib being the two most (in)famous ones.  
According to the final report of the Independent Panel to review Department of 
Defense Detention Operations under Chairman James R. Schlesinger, the incidents at 
Abu Ghraib “would have been avoided with proper training, leadership and oversight” 
(Strasser, 2004, p. 13). One of the major problems contributing to the occurrences was 
the Abu Ghraib prison being overcrowded with prisoners and understaffed with 
improperly trained military personnel. At Abu Ghraib, the ratio of military personnel to 
prisoners was one to about 75. Because of the prison being located in a combat zone 
personnel were also required to actively protect the complex
2
 and to escort convoys with 
supplies to and from the building. Military police units had to do their work without 
proper training. A planned detention operations exercise was cancelled, equipment and 
personnel rarely arrived together in the same location and overall “improvisation was the 
order of the day” (Strasser, 2004, p. 12). According to the Schlesinger report, “about one-
third [of the cases of abuse at Abu Ghraib] were related to interrogation, and two-thirds to 
other causes” (Strasser, p. 13). While these “other causes” perhaps were improper 
training and lack of sufficient personnel, one cannot overlook those cases of abuse that 
occurred during interrogation.  
As early as January 2002, Irene Khan, Secretary General of Amnesty 
International had already warned Secretary Donald Rumsfeld of “the hooding and 
                                                          
 
2 The Abu Ghraib prison complex was under constant attack. In the year 2003 alone, the prison was attacked 25 times. 
In August 2003, 5 detainees were killed and 67 wounded in a mortar attack, another mortar attack in April 2004 killed 
22 detainees. Five American soldiers died at Abu Ghraib as results from attacks (Strasser, 2004). 
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blindfolding of suspects during interrogation as incompatible with the absolute 
prohibition of torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment contained under the 
UN Convention against Torture” (Khan, 2002). Shortly thereafter, the Department of 
Defense asked John Yoo, Deputy Assistant Attorney General, Office of Legal Counsel 
for his office’s interpretation of the effect of international treaties and federal law on the 
treatment of detainees. Yoo responded that the laws of armed conflict “do not protect 
members of the Al Qaeda organization, which as a non-State actor cannot be a party to 
the international agreements governing war”, nor do they “apply to the Taliban militia” 
(Yoo, 2002). Consequently, the Bush administration labeled these prisoners as unlawful 
combatants or enemy combatants to whom the Geneva Conventions do not apply. As for 
the applicability of the Convention Against Torture, the Office of Legal Counsel 
concluded that interrogation methods, which comply with domestic law, do not violate 
the Convention Against Torture. Further, the Office of Legal Counsel stated that only 
extreme acts that were “specifically intended to inflict severe pain and torture would be in 
violation. Lesser acts might be ‘cruel, inhumane, or degrading,’ but would not violate the 
Convention Against Torture” (Strasser, pp. 30-31).  
In October 2002, in an effort to extract information from resistant detainees, 
Guantanamo authorities requested the use of stronger interrogation techniques than those 
listed in Army Field Manual 34-52 that had been standard procedure in Guantanamo 
prison. On December 2, 2002, the Department of Defense authorized category I and 
category II interrogation methods, as well as one single category III method
3
, but, in 
                                                          
 
3 This method being mild, non-injurious physical contact.  
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reaction to concerns voiced by the Navy General Counsel, quickly revoked the new 
policy on January 15, 2003. If any additional methods seemed warranted, military 
personnel had to request permission from the Secretary of Defense.  
At the same time, Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld ordered a working group to 
study interrogation techniques. Relying heavily on advice from the Office of Legal 
Counsel, the working group reviewed dozens of interrogation techniques and ultimately 
recommended 24 of them for use. On April 16, 2003, Rumsfeld issued a list of the 
approved techniques, emphasizing that safeguards needed to be in place in order for them 
to be used, but more importantly stressing that the “use of these techniques is limited to 
interrogations of unlawful combatants held at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba” (Strasser, 2004, p. 
32). 
According to the report of the Independent Panel, troop rotation allowed these 
more severe interrogation methods to travel from Guantanamo to Abu Ghraib, where they 
were implemented due to the absence of proper training of military personnel and the 
lack of effective guidance down the chain of command. These policies, which were 
approved for the controlled conditions at Guantanamo Bay, now migrated to an 
environment that was lacking important safeguards. Interrogation methods developed for 
the questioning of Al-Quaida and Taliban detainees that were classified as enemy 
combatants were now used for the interrogation of Iraqi detainees who were protected by 
the Geneva Conventions.  (Strasser 2004)   
Immediately following the initial news coverage of the Abu Ghraib revelations in 
late April 2004, the United States Department of Defense removed seventeen soldiers and 
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officers from duty. Between May 2004 and March 2006, eleven of them were charged 
with dereliction of duty, maltreatment, aggravated assault and battery. They were 
convicted in courts martial, sentenced to military prison, and dishonorably discharged 
from service. Two soldiers, Specialist Charles Graner, and his former fiancée, Specialist 
Lynndie England, were sentenced to ten years and three years in prison, respectively, in 
trials ending in January 2005 and September 2005.  
Although U.S. President George W. Bush claimed that these acts were in no way 
indicative of normal or acceptable practices in the United States Army, but rather the 
“disgraceful conduct by a few American troops who dishonored our country and 
disregarded our values” (Bush, 2004), who had acted on their own, the question remained  
how responsible the administration was. A public debate started whether these actions 
were examples of a high level policy that went down the chain of command. A document 
released by the American Civil Liberties Union ACLU in December 2004 for example 
suggests that President George W. Bush had issued an executive order authorizing 
“interrogation techniques including sleep deprivation, stress positions, the use of military 
dogs, and sensory deprivation through the use of hoods, etc.“ (ACLU, 2004).  
Ten years after September 11, and eight years after the revelations of prisoner 
abuse in Abu Ghraib became public, the PEW Research Center reports that more than 
50% of Americans believe that torture can often, or at least sometimes be justified against 
alleged terrorists
4
 (PEW, 2011). Only one in four respondents categorically rules out 
                                                          
 
4 Data was collected August 17-21, 2011. When asked whether torture to gain important information from suspected 
terrorists can be justified, 19% of respondents said it could be justified “often”, while 34% of respondents said it could 
be justified “sometimes”.  
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torture of suspected terrorists.  These numbers are surprising, considering that torture and 
prisoner abuse are illegal under the U.N. Convention Against Torture as well as Article 
III of the Geneva Conventions – two international treaties that both have been signed and 
ratified by the United States of America. Aren’t the revelations of torture and prisoner 
abuse sharply divergent from America’s image as a righteous nation?  
Considering the lingering American approval for torture, one would expect to find 
a discussion of the moral and legal issues at stake in the American public sphere, 
especially in the American media. Since here an entire nation has been confronted with a 
moral and legal challenge, one would expect to find moral deliberation about torture for 
example on the opinion pages of American newspapers. Failure to so engage could reflect 
what Condit (1987) and Luckman (1997) call the privatization of morality
5
, a societal 
phenomenon that describes the lack of moral terms in the deliberation of moral matters. 
For the media sources at least, this could be the kind of self-censorship described by the 
Propaganda
6
 (Herman & Chomsky, 1988) and the Indexing
7
 (Bennett, 1990) models of 
press behavior, as well as the political contest model
8
 (Wolfsfeld, 2003). 
                                                          
 
5 The term “privatization of morality” refers to the lack of moral terms in the discussion of moral matters. In other 
words, when people come together to discuss moral matters (such as torture and abuse for example), they tend to stay 
away from moral terms.  
6 Herman & Chomsky argue that private media businesses that are run like enterprises rely too much on governmental 
sources for information, which often leads to the coverage of events in favor of the administration’s point of view. 
Criticism of the administration’s actions is only offered if the media pick up on the debate among disagreeing political 
elites (which requires a disagreement among political elites in the first place).  
7 According to this model, journalists covering foreign policy events, tend to index the range of voices debating foreign 
policy in the media according to the range of viewpoints expressed by political elites.  While doing so, the media tend 
to index the opinions expressed by leading governmental officials who are likely to have an influence on the decision 
making process, while they are unlikely to present more extreme points of view expressed by players who are likely not 
to influence the decision making process.   
8 The political contest model rests on the assumptions that the political process is much more likely to influence the 
media (as opposed to the other way around) and that the amount of control that political authorities exercise in the 
political environment has a direct influence on the role and independence of the news media. If political authorities and  
7 
 
 
This dissertation examines the American torture debate over a time span of 26 
months
9
, taking place in the following three forums of what Habermas (1989) called the 
public sphere: (1) traditional editorials
10
 and opinion pieces
11
 published in 25 different  
American print media, (2) online discussion groups
12
 and (3) online blogs
13
.  Editorials 
and opinion pieces were examined because they constitute the traditional core of 
Habermas’s public sphere. This is where elites such as politicians, political experts and 
professional journalists actively discuss issues of public relevance among themselves, not 
only with the public reading along, but also expressing and even shaping public opinion. 
As Schudson (1997) put it, “the newspaper is the historically central source of democratic 
conversation”(Schudson, 1997, p. 305).  
Online discussion groups and online blogs were included in this study, since, 
given the greater openness to participation associated with new online technology, one 
might expect more attention to the moral and legal considerations related to the Abu 
                                                                                                                                                                             
 
their opinions dominate the political environment, the news media are less likely to independently frame events. If 
authorities lack control and influence, it provides the media with a much greater variety of sources to choose from, and 
consequently increases the opportunity to frame events independently (and contrary to the authorities’ point of view.    
9 The discussion of the Abu Ghraib revelations was examined from April 28th, 2004 (which was the day the story broke 
on CBS 60 Minutes II) to June 30th, 2006. Thereafter, the story continues with whole new developments – memos have 
been released, prosecutions considered and a new administration is in office. 
10 Editorial is here defined as an article published in a newspaper or other periodical such as a newsmagazine that 
presents the opinion of the publisher, a single editor or the board of editors. Usually, these get published unsigned.  
11 Opinion pieces are here defined as articles published in a periodical that mainly represent the author’s opinion on the 
subject matter. The author is usually identified by his/her byline.   
12 Online discussion groups also known as online discussion forums are here defined as website where participants can 
have conversations in the form of posted messages. A discussion forum is hierarchical or tree-like in structure, which 
can contain a number of subforums, each of which may have several topics. Within a forum's topic, each new 
discussion started is called a thread, and can be replied to by as many people as so wish. Each individual response is 
called “post”. Depending on the forum's settings, users can be anonymous or have to register with the forum and then 
subsequently log in in order to post messages. On most forums, users do not have to log in to read existing messages, 
meaning, one can just read along anonymously. 
13  A blog (a combination of the words web log) is a discussion or information website. Single entries (called posts) are 
typically displayed in reverse chronological order so the most recent post appears first. Blogs can be published by one 
single individual blogger, but it could also consist of contributions from a small group of people or even a large number 
of authors such as the blogs run by news organizations, universities, think tanks and other interest groups. They can be 
themed on a single subject or touch on a variety of topics. Most blogs are interactive, meaning, they allow visitors to 
leave comments and even message each other.  A typical blog combines text, images, and links to other blogs, 
websites, and other media related to its topic.  
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Ghraib revelations in these open-participation forums. Also, these online forums 
represent new extensions of the public sphere
14
 that generate considerable interest and 
therefore needed to be examined.  
Following a multi-staged mixed methodology, combining quantitative and 
qualitative aspects, this dissertation answers the following research questions: 
(1) How do newspaper opinion pieces, online discussion groups and blogs discuss 
the revelations of torture in Abu Ghraib? Do they tend to argue in favor or in 
opposition of torture? Do they frame it as the mistreatment done by a few bad 
apples or do they frame it as a systematic policy? 
(2) What tends to be the nature of the debate? Do the arguments used tend to 
represent a moral or a prudential point of view favoring/opposing the practice 
of torture? What are the rhetorical forms of the debate taking place in these 
three parts of the public sphere? 
(3) Can a privatization of morality or spiral of silence be observed in the debate 
about torture? Can moral argumentation be equally found in opinion pieces as 
opposed to online discussion groups and blogs? 
By answering the research questions listed above, this dissertation contributes to the 
existing body of literature in political communication by answering the following 
essential questions: 
                                                          
 
14 Scholars have been discussing if new online technologies indeed offer an electronic extension of the traditional 
public sphere. Some (see for example Papacharissi 2002) argue that cyberspace does not constitute a public sphere, but 
a public space.  For more details see the literature review in chapter 3. 
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(1) Did the mainstream print media discuss the moral and legal issues at stake in 
favor or in opposition to the administration’s frame as consistent with the 
Indexing
15
 and Cascade
16
 models of press behavior (see Bennett, 1990, and 
Entman, 2003)?   
(2) Was there any broader discussion in online discussion groups and in the 
blogosphere as would be consistent with their greater approximation of 
Habermas’s ideal speech situation17(See Habermas, 1993)? Do we see 
evidence for or counter to Luckman’s claim that morality has been privatized? 
(see Luckman, 1997) 
Given the moral and legal issues at stake, the field of communication needs to 
understand the moral deliberations about torture that Americans made individually and 
collectively. After all, moral deliberation is a communicative act that involves the 
articulation, circulation and evaluation of public arguments.   
                                                          
 
15 According to this model, journalists covering foreign policy events, tend to index the range of voices debating 
foreign policy in the media according to the range of viewpoints expressed by political elites.  While doing so, the 
media tend to index the opinions expressed by leading governmental officials who are likely to have an influence on 
the decision making process, while they are unlikely to present more extreme points of view expressed by leading 
governmental officials who are likely to have an influence on the decision making process, while they are unlikely to 
present more extreme points of view expressed by players who are likely not to influence the decision making process.   
16 Instead of assuming a straight flow of information from political representatives which is mirrored by media 
coverage, the model of Cascading Activation model assumes several – possibly reciprocal – steps from the White 
House over political representatives to the media and from there finally to the public. On each level, individuals can 
influence each other through critical conversation, consequently shaping the point of view that is eventually presented 
in the media. Consequently, according to this model, the elite media are not only able to frame a news story contrary to 
the administration’s spin,  but also do offer a critical debate of the issues at hand that might consequently even 
contribute to public opinion formation. 
17 According to Habermas, the public sphere should constitute an ideal speech situation, which shows the following 
three main characteristics: (1) the equal access of all participants who would like to participate independent of their 
official rank, political, social or monetary power; (2) the diversity of topics and opinions discussed, meaning that any 
issue can be raised for public debate; and (3) reciprocity, meaning the degree to which a conversation is a real 
discussion rather than just a monologue.  Only under those ideal circumstances, can collective will formation take place 
– based on reason rather than rank or power, which ultimately leaves the public decision-making process to the better 
argument.  
10 
 
 
While the field of communication has focused much attention on communication 
ethics  and the ethical ways of communicating content of any kind, only few 
communication scholars paid attention to the study of ethical communication, meaning 
the study of moral content (see  Craig, 2000; Porpora & Nikolaev, 2008).
18
 As scholars 
such as Condit (1987 and 1999), Luckman (1997 and 2003) and Nikolaev et al. (2007) 
have argued, in a modern society, morality, like religion, becomes more privatized, and 
therefore disappears from public discourse, which makes it increasingly difficult for 
communication scholars to study this (disappearing) moral content.  
In addition, in an effort to uphold the ideal of value neutrality, the social sciences 
also might have ignored topics about which value neutrality is hard to maintain.  
Consequently, it is not surprising that communication scholars have not paid much 
attention to the public discussion of the revelations of torture in Abu Ghraib (for 
exceptions see Bennett, Lawrence & Livingston, 2006; Jones & Sheets, 2009; Porpora, et 
al. 2010; Rowling et al. 2011; and Braziunaite, 2011). However, the field of 
communication cannot continue to avoid value-laden topics. It is it necessary to pay more 
attention to the area of moral communication in general and to the public discourse of 
such a controversial topic as torture in particular – especially when the ethical standards 
and legal boundaries of an entire nation are challenged. 
This dissertation is organized into seven chapters. The first chapter outlines the 
theoretical framework guiding this dissertation.  The second chapter summarizes the 
                                                          
 
18 One might argue that since Aristotle, ethics has been part of the study of rhetoric, even though, scholars such as 
Condit (2009) criticize contemporary rhetoricians for not paying enough attention to the ethical component. However, 
rhetoricians seem to pay more attention to moral discourse than communications scholars have done so far (for 
examples see Condit 2009; Shogan 2006; Parry-Giles & Parry Giles, 2009).  
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existing literature considered in this study. The third chapter explains the research design 
and the methodology this study followed. The fourth chapter summarizes the findings of 
the analysis of the torture debate in opinion pieces and editorials in the American print 
media. The fifth chapter summarizes the results of the analysis of the torture debate in 
online discussion groups, while the sixth chapter summarizes the findings of the analysis 
of weblogs. Chapter seven compares the results of the three areas of the public sphere to 
each other and discusses the findings of this dissertation in light of the contributions it 
makes to the theoretical area of communication studies. This is followed by a complete 
list of references, as well as an appendix outlining the measurement tools utilized, such as 
code sheets and examples of the data that was collected and analyzed.  
 
  
12 
 
 
CHAPTER 1: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
This chapter outlines the theoretical foundation underlying this dissertation. It 
starts out with the distinction between moral and prudential argumentation styles, which 
is necessary to understand whether a privatization of morality, meaning the absence of 
moral considerations in the discussion of moral matters, is taking place in the public 
discussion of the Abu Ghraib revelations. This distinction between moral and prudential 
types of argument is followed by a discussion of the privatization of morality, which 
leads to a possible application of Noelle-Neumann’s spiral of silence. The chapter 
concludes by tying these theoretical ends together to present the full theoretical model 
that serves as the basis for this study.  
 
Moral vs. Prudential Types of Argument 
This dissertation not only examines whether the American public sphere argued in 
favor or in opposition to enhanced interrogation methods. It also analyzes whether the 
arguments used tend to represent a moral or a prudential point of view, which is 
important to know in order to see whether one finds evidence for or against Luckman’s 
(1997) claim that morality has been privatized. Therefore, one needs to distinguish in 
between moral and prudential types of argument (Gauthier, 1963), which show the 
following main differential characteristics.  (1) While the prudential argument is 
instrumental in nature, the moral argument is normative in nature; (2) while the 
prudential argument is self-centered on the actor, the moral argument is non-egocentric in 
nature.  
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The prudential argument is used to argue about what best serves the actor. 
Therefore it is instrumental in nature and often selfishly oriented toward the costs and 
benefits to the actor. If the actor is a nation – as one might argue in the case of Abu 
Ghraib – prudential argumentation would serve the national (American) self-interest. The 
instrumental aspect of the prudential argument is based on what Weber (1997) called 
Zweckrationalitaet
19
  – the effectiveness of different means in order to accomplish an end 
that is in the actor’s self-interest. Such consideration includes the comparison of possible 
costs to potential benefits and the evaluation of potential negative outcomes such as 
damage to the actor’s image. In the case of Abu Ghraib, the question whether the use of 
torture against alleged terrorists is worth the damage that it might do to the American 
image in the world is an example of such an instrumental rationality. Wondering whether 
the use of torture to extract information is worth the danger, in which it puts captured 
American soldiers that might be tortured as an act of revenge is another example found 
on the opinion pages of major American newspapers. Discussing whether the information 
gained through the use of torture is credible/valuable enough to balance the costs of 
losing the status of being a moral authority in the world shows the same instrumental 
rationality. 
Contrary to prudential argumentation, moral (including legal
20
) discourse is 
normative in nature. It is based on conformity with society’s rules, regulations, laws, 
values and moral principles, or what Weber (1997) calls Wertrationalitaet
21
. Moral 
                                                          
 
19 Which could be translated as instrumental or functional rationality.  
20 Moral and legal types of argument often are categorized together. As described, the moral argument is normative in 
nature – so is the legal one.  
21 Which could be translated as value rationality.  
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thinking is not calculative in nature and therefore does neither involve the evaluation of 
costs and benefits nor the comparison of means in order to get to an end. Instead, it is the 
conformity with values and principles that moral discourse is concerned with. Ultimately, 
this conformity with society’s norms and values can become an end in itself22. In the case 
of Abu Ghraib an example of such moral consideration is the question whether the use of 
torture is against human rights or humanitarian values – the adherence to a person’s rights 
or a society’s values/principles is more important than achieving some sort of goal. 
Considering that the adherence to laws is normative in itself, an example of a legal 
argument (which falls into the same category as the moral one) is the discussion whether 
the practice of torture challenges domestic and international laws. Further, since 
conformity with norms can become an end in itself, one would expect to find the 
argument that torture in itself is categorically wrong and therefore it is immoral to engage 
in the practice of torture.  
Within moral discourse one needs to further differentiate in between utilitarian 
and deontological forms of argument. Moral utilitarian points of view argue in favor of 
what serves the greater good. An example is what is known as the ticking time-bomb 
scenario: the use of torture to extract information from one terrorist is morally justified if 
it helps to save thousands of lives threatened by the bomb. Deontological arguments 
focus on moral requirements and emphasize what is morally permissible or morally 
obligatory, regardless of consequence. Consequently, following the deontological point 
of view, there exist means that no end can ever justify.  For example, from a 
                                                          
 
22 Similar when it comes to a legal argument, conformity with a law would be an end in itself. 
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deontological point of view, the prescription against torture as encoded in the U.N. 
Convention Against Torture and the Geneva Conventions always holds – that is torture is 
never permissible – even to save the lives of thousands of others.  
Whether utilitarian or deontological in nature, moral discourse further differs 
from prudential argumentation in being non-egoistic. Moral arguments do not evaluate 
the costs of an action compared to the benefit for the actor since they are not concerned 
with the actor itself. Because conformity with norms and values is an end in itself, moral 
reasoning is categorical instead of contingent on an actor’s costs and benefits. 
Consequently, if the actors are observant of moral and legal standards, they consider 
these as binding for themselves.  
 
The Privatization of Morality 
Although the field of moral communication has not yet been well studied, a few 
scholars such as Condit (1999) have devoted their attention to the study of public moral 
argument. Scholars of the Frankfurt School have argued that Weber’s Wertrationalitaet 
(value rationality), which functions as the basis of the true moral argument, is being 
continuously replaced by a technical rationality, which slowly rules out moral 
argumentation and even goes so far as to instrumentalize morality itself. Instead of 
arguing for moral values, moral behavior is commended for utilitarian ends. The problem 
is in part caused by modern societies’ increasing pluralism, which leads to what 
MacIntyre (1984) describes as fragmentation of moral perspectives. Instead of having just 
one common moral reasoning, “the moral landscape” becomes more and more divided, 
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which leads to an increasing difficulty to effectively communicate across moral divides. 
Consequently, societies engage in less moral discourse and rather focus on instrumental 
considerations that are common to most and are therefore easier to discuss. Habermas 
(1989) calls this tendency the colonization of the lifeworld
23
 by technical rationality.  
While talking about indirect moralizing, a phenomenon found in moral face-to-
face communication acts, Luckman (2003) speculates that the disappearance of moral 
reasoning might be even more prominent in the public sphere since morality, similar to 
religion, might become privatized. With modernity, religion has moved from the public 
sphere to the private sphere, becoming a personal lifestyle with no broader social 
implications (Luckman 1997). Similar, morality might disappear from the public scene, 
being part of the private sphere only, ultimately leading to what Condit (1999) calls the 
privatization of morality.  
When examining newspaper opinion on the war in Iraq, Porpora and Nikolaev 
(2008) found what they call moral muting, a type of argument that seems moral on first 
sight, but is truly prudential in nature. Following Luckman’s logic, Porpora and Nikolaev 
conclude that people feel uncomfortable to argue morally and therefore hide their moral 
arguments by making them sound prudential. Compared to a truly moral argument 
(which is an end in itself) or a truly prudential argument (which is a means to an end), a 
morally muted argument starts out with a moral consideration, but then turns into a 
                                                          
 
23 The lifeworld includes the public sphere and the private sphere. It is the place where communicative action leads to 
social integration, differentiation of culture and society. This is also where mutual understanding and common 
consensus occur. For details, see Habermas’ (1987) Theory of Communicative Action, volume 1.  
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prudential argument, lastly subordinating the moral consideration at stake. The table 
below summarizes the characteristics of these three types of argument.  
 
Table 1: Different Types of Argument Present in Public Moral Discourse 
 Prudential 
Argument 
Moral/Legal 
Argument 
Morally Muted 
Argument 
Its nature Instrumental Normative Mixed 
Its considerations Costs and Benefits Categorical 
Permissible vs. 
impermissible 
Initially moral, then 
turning prudential 
Its purpose A means to an end An end in itself Subordinates morality 
as a means to a 
prudential end 
 
  
 
The Spiral of Silence 
Communication scholars have devoted much attention to the study of mass media 
effect, and it is without doubt that the mass media exercise a tremendous influence when 
it comes to public opinion formation
24
. However, according to Noelle-Neumann’s theory 
of the spiral of silence (1980), people’s willingness to openly share their personal opinion 
is often dependent on what she calls perceived public opinion, meaning, people often 
only share their personal opinion if they believe that it is in conformity with public 
opinion. In other words, a recipient is only likely to share his/her personal opinion on an 
issue if s/he perceives the personal opinion as conform with the public opinion. If s/he 
                                                          
 
24 See for example the agenda setting theory developed by McCombs & Shaw; the two-step/multi-step flow theory 
developed by Lazarsfeld & Katz; McQuail’s uses-and-gratification approach; Lewin’s (and based on Lewin’s work 
later White’s) gatekeeping theory and lastly Galtung & Ruge’s news values theory, to mention just a few basic 
approaches to the study of media effects and public opinion formation.  
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thinks their personal opinion contradicts public opinion, the recipient fears being isolated 
and rather remains silent. Since the perception of the collective public opinion is most 
often based on its depiction in the media, this allows the media to exercise an immense 
influence on collective will formation.  
According to Noelle-Neumann (1980), the theory of the spiral of silence makes 
the following assumptions:  
(1) Most people are afraid of social isolation.  
(2) People constantly look to public opinion on issues important to society.  
(3) People’s willingness to share their personal opinion on a societal issue is 
dependent on perceived public opinion. If someone believes their personal 
opinion is in accordance with the public opinion, the person is more likely to 
speak up. Someone who thinks their personal opinion is contradicting perceived 
public opinion is likely to remain silent.  
(4) Perceived public opinion is based on the media’s depiction of the issue at 
stake, meaning, the way the media frame the issue is perceived as collective 
public opinion. 
Furthermore, and this makes the theory of the spiral of silence an important one for 
this dissertation research, Noelle-Neumann’s theory assumes or holds most strongly 
when the issue at stake is value-laden. More specifically, the issue at stake needs to fulfill 
the following two preconditions in order to trigger the beginning of a spiral of silence: (1) 
it has to be a topic that requires some sort of approval or disapproval; and more 
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importantly (2) the topic debated must be a value-laden one that appeals to individual’s 
emotions and values as well as to society’s norms and regulations. One can argue that the 
discussion of torture fulfills both criteria.  
While issues that can be discussed from a strictly rational point of view barely cause 
fear of isolation, the debate about values, especially moral values, has the potential to not 
only make the minority’s opinion look false, but also morally wrong, which then causes 
individuals to remain silent since they do not want to be perceived as immoral. 
Consequently, only a value-laden, emotionally charged topic can trigger the spiral of 
silence.  
As mentioned before, ten years after September 11, and eight years after the 
revelations of prisoner abuse in Abu Ghraib became public, the PEW Research Center 
reports that more than 50% of Americans believe that torture can often (19% of 
respondents) , or at least sometimes (34% of respondents) be justified against alleged 
terrorists (PEW, 2011). This poll shows quite the opposite of a spiral of silence when it 
comes to the support of enhanced interrogation techniques – meaning, people do not hold 
back their opinion in favor of torture under many, or at least some circumstances. This 
brings up the question, why so many people not remained silent when asked about their 
opinion – after all, only 4% of respondents answered that they “do not know” whether 
torture to gain important information from suspected terrorists can be justified. 
To answer the question why so many people did not remain silent, Noelle-Neumann’s 
assumptions about the spiral of silence need to be integrated with what Luckman says 
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about the privatization of morality to see what could be called a “spiral of silence in 
reverse”.   
As the results of this study will show in a chapter 4, the media did not frame the 
question of torture as a moral issue. Instead, they framed it as an issue that can be 
discussed from a rational point of view, which debates means and ends. Consequently, 
people can talk about torture and advocate for it, precisely because they do not fear 
adverse moral judgment. This would also explain, why, as we will see later, those arguing 
against the use of force, do so from a prudential, or at most a morally muted point of 
view. Would the media have framed the torture question from a moral point of view, then 
(1) according to Luckman’s idea of the privatization of morality, people would not have 
liked to talk about a moral matter using moral terms and (2), according to Noelle-
Neumann’s spiral of silence, people would have rather remained silent instead of sharing 
their personal opinion that contradicts their personal public opinion. In other words, if the 
recipient does not want to talk about a moral matter in moral terms, but the media frame 
the issue as such, the recipient rather remains quiet.  
 Of course we now need to ask why did the pundits not frame torture as a moral 
issue? Because, following cascade theory (see Entman, 2003), they themselves feared the 
moral isolation that might ensue had they come out more forcefully one way or another. 
It may also be that news organizations in particular -- and not the individual writers 
working for them – tended to shy away from moral argumentation. Although just a 
hypothesis, one should not forget that the New York Times for example publicly 
apologized for its coverage of the decision-making process leading up to the beginning of 
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the Iraq War by stating that "we wish we had been more aggressive in re-examining the 
claims [related to Saddam Hussein’s weapons programs] as new evidence emerged — or 
failed to emerge" (The New York Times, 2004). 
To summarize the theoretical framework that guides this dissertation, analyzing the 
form and content of the torture debate in different parts of the American public sphere, 
one needs to think of the privatization of morality as a social current, which leads to an 
absence of moral discourse on the societal level. The pundit writing for the newspaper 
cannot only be seen as a professional working for a news organization, but must also be 
seen as an individual member of society, who picks up on this tendency of privatized 
morality and consequently starts to avoid hard-hitting moral arguments. Pundits either 
avoid them altogether or soften them in morally muted ways. This now leads to the 
perceived public opinion that morality is not an appropriate factor in the discussion of 
torture. This results in a spiral of silence (silencing moral arguments), which gets picked 
up by individual citizens contributing to online discussions or blogs, thereby 
consequently reinforcing the privatization of morality, and ultimately dissuading people 
from talking about torture in moral terms.    
Since it is in fact, as the results of the content analysis of the newspaper opinion 
pieces will demonstrate in chapter 4, the newspapers that avoid moral deliberation, next, 
one consequently needs to look at the kind of discussion taking place in the more open 
and accessible online forums to answer the question whether people arguing online did 
just mirror what they have read in the papers or if they expressed opinions and arguments 
beyond the discourse of the mass media? Finding the same kind of moral flattening in 
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these online forums which is observable in the media, would be further confirmation for 
Luckman's thesis about the privatization of morality. 
It is important to note that the issue here involves a distinction between realist and 
constructionist approaches. Do we have an ethical issue only if we discuss it in ethical 
terms? The social constructionist would say so. If so, then we have no spiral of silence 
here because, given how torture tended to be discussed, it was not an ethical question. 
From a realist perspective, on the other hand, what is (ontology) is not determined by 
what we think about it (epistemology). Thus, from the realist perspective, we do 
potentially observe a spiral of silence, for we do observe an ethical question not being 
discussed ethically. 
 
     
 
 
 
 
          
  
 
 
      
Figure 1: The theoretical framework guiding this dissertation.  
Privatization of Morality  
as a Social Current 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This literature review is organized into several sections. It starts out with a 
discussion of the traditional public sphere and how the opinion pieces of newspapers 
could be seen as such, followed by different models of press behavior, which try to 
explain how the media cover foreign policy events. This leads to the discussion of 
Habermas’ concept discourse ethics and his model of the ideal speech situation, which is 
followed by a discussion of the question whether online communication spaces constitute 
an extension of the traditional public sphere. This is followed by an overview of studies 
on online communication spaces in general, and online discussion groups and the 
blogosphere in particular. The chapter ends with an overview of studies on the Abu 
Ghraib revelations to show how this dissertation contributes to the existing literature.  
 
The Public Sphere 
In his main work, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas 
(1989) explains how trade capitalism combined with periodical literature in 18
th
-century 
Europe allowed for the emergence of a public sphere in which common citizens could get 
together to discuss matters of common concern. When Habermas (1989) coined the term 
“public sphere”, he thought of a set of institutionalized forums and practices that brings 
all citizens from different ranks of society together to equally participate in open debate. 
Since these participants act outside their official positions, the public sphere is a space in 
between state and society in which equal citizens deliberate about their affairs and any 
issues important to society. It is, as Fraser (1992) calls it, “an institutionalized arena of 
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discursive interaction”, which is “conceptionally distinct from the state”, and that can be 
“even critical of the state” (Fraser, 1992, p. 110).  Assuming that a democratic 
government listens to the public sphere, the discourse in the public sphere can influence 
and steer political actions.  
According to Habermas (1989), an institution needs to fulfill the following three 
institutional criteria in order to be considered a public sphere: (1) Disregard of status
25
, 
(2) Domain of common concern
26
, and (3) Inclusivity
27. While Habermas’ original work 
considered British coffee houses, French salons, and German Tischgesellschaften (table 
societies) as institutionalized forums for public debate that fulfilled the aforementioned 
criteria, today, public debate can take place in various forms – the comments of political 
leaders, activities of social and political movement organizations, online discussion 
groups and blogs, and on the opinion pages of newspapers and news magazines.  
While scholars agree that something like the public sphere exists, they study the 
question how it functions. How it functions varies in between different parts of the public 
sphere. Gerhards and Neidhart (1993) distinguish three different types of forums within 
the traditional public sphere: (1) the encounter public sphere, which consists of everyday, 
face-to-face communication in between citizens
28
, (2) public events
29
, and (3) the mass 
                                                          
 
25 Instead of assuming an equality of status, status should be disregarded altogether. This would reduce social 
intercourse to the common humanity, which makes room to the authority of the better argument (instead of the 
authority of rank). See Habermas (1989). The structural transformation of the public sphere, p. 36. 
26 The discussion in such a public sphere should concern areas of public critical concern – areas, which historically 
were subject of the church’s and state’s authority. See Habermas, J. (1989), p. 36. 
27 The public is inclusive, meaning, it could never close itself off from society and become an exclusive group. See 
Habermas, (1989), p. 37. 
28 This type of communication has no real organizational structure, but offers citizens the opportunity to talk about a 
variety of diverse topics. Its impact on society is rather weak though since it only reaches a relatively small number of 
people.  
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media. The mass media have a clear organizational structure and attempt to reach a large 
audience. They are dominated by journalists, specialists and experts, and therefore leave 
the ordinary public on the more passive, receiving end. Because they reach large 
audiences, the mass media have a significant impact on society in general and public 
opinion formation in particular (see Gerhards, 2010).   
With the emergence of the internet as a new mass medium, the traditional media 
landscape changed, thereby making room for a potentially more inclusive “online public 
sphere”. The reasoning here is that the organizational structure of the internet is 
conceptionally different from the traditional mass media, hereby offering ordinary 
citizens the opportunity to present themselves and their issues online instead of having to 
rely on a journalist or other expert to pick up on their issues and present them 
accordingly. Even though theoretically, non-elitist actors such as ordinary citizens can 
easily present information online, since all they need is a computer and an online 
connection – something that many already have available at home some scholars argue 
that online spaces, too, are dominated by elites. Papacharissi (2002) for example points 
out that cyberspace does not constitute a public sphere, but a public space, which 
enhances discussion, but not democracy, because access is not open to everyone.   
Similar to Gerhards and Neidhardt’s (1993) distinction of different forums within 
the traditional public sphere, Gerhards (2010) identifies the following as their 
counterparts within the new online public sphere: (1) internet-based personal 
                                                                                                                                                                             
 
29 Public events have some organizational structure and since they typically reach more people than the “encounter 
public sphere”, they have more of an impact on society.  
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communication such as emailing and instant-messaging, which requires a low 
organizational structure, but at the same time has a limited impact on society due to its 
small, individual audience; (2) internet forums, discussion boards and blogs, where the 
amount of people that can be reached increases together with its impact on society
30
; and 
(3) content organizing sites such as search engines
31
.    
This dissertation examines public debate in the following three forums of the 
public sphere: (1) opinion pages of newspapers and newsmagazines
32
, (2) online 
discussion groups, and (3) online blogs. On the pages to follow, each of these forums will 
be discussed in more detail.  
 Opinion pages include unsigned editorials that usually express the opinion of the 
publications’ editorial board or the publisher, and signed op-eds33 that express the 
position of its writer, usually a regular columnist, a politician, expert or other guest 
columnist, who is not affiliated with the publication’s editorial board. Following 
Habermas' rationale, opinion pages are an institutionalized forum that brings together 
political representatives, journalists and other writers who state their opinion not in their 
official function as politicians or journalists, but as ordinary citizen who have a personal 
opinion. As their contributions take the form of rational argument, opinion pages are, as 
                                                          
 
30 These typically concentrate on specific topics, and the “selectivity for each participant to get his or her voice heard is 
somewhat higher than on the first level”. See Gerhards (2010), p. 146.  
31 Unfortunately, his definitional distinction leaves out mass media representing themselves online, such as, for 
example the websites of national newspapers, or professional journalists running their own blogs, often linked to the 
website of the newspaper they work for. Similar to the mass media as part of the traditional public sphere, they can 
reach large audiences and consequently have quite an impact on collective will formation.   
32 While the press serves two functions (1. reporting the news, and 2. commenting on it) this dissertation focuses on 
opinion pages only, since this is where one finds the commentary and discussion that constitutes the public debate that 
is essential to the public sphere.  
33 A mix of the term “opposite the editorial page” and not to be confused with “opinion-editorial”.  
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Calhoun (1992) describes the public sphere, “an institutional location for practical reason 
in public affairs” (Calhoun, 1992, p. 1). On opinion pages, writers address the 
government or single government officials, often criticizing these for their actions. By 
addressing officials, as well as other writers and the large public in general, opinion 
pieces and editorials not only debate societal issues but also participate in public opinion 
forming or, as Habermas (1989) calls it, collective will formation. Consequently, opinion 
pieces and editorials, not only reflect public opinion, but also help form it (Gamson & 
Modigliani, 1989). 
While even Habermas’s critics admit that “something like Habermas’s idea of the 
public sphere is indispensable to critical social theory and democratic political practice” 
(Fraser 1992, p. 111), communication scholars have been trying to answer the question 
how well Habermas’s theoretical ideal of the public sphere actually functions in real 
practice. In Habermas’s (1993) ideal, all citizens would have equal access to the 
discussion forum, regardless of their rank or position. However, since access to the 
opinion pages of newspapers and magazines, especially elite publications such as the 
New York Times, the Washington Post or the Wallstreet Journal, is limited, one can argue 
that the discussion taking place on these opinion pages is distorted.  Some
34
, most 
prominently White House correspondent Helen Thomas, have accused the press of being 
too supportive of the government and its foreign policy decisions and therefore not 
                                                          
 
34 For examples see Parenti, M. (2001). Democracy for the Few. New York: Wadsworth; and Thomas, H. (2006). Lap 
Dogs of the Press. The Nation. March 27, pp. 18-20. 
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offering a real public debate of the issues at hand. This criticism requires a closer look at 
theoretical attempts to explain American press behavior. 
 
 Models of Press Behavior 
Scholars have developed different models to explain the relationship in between 
the government and the media reporting on the administration’s foreign policy. Gadi 
Wolfsfeld (1997) for example argues that the “best way to understand the role of the 
news media in politics is to view the competition over the news media as part of a larger 
and more significant contest among political antagonists for political control” (Wolfsfeld, 
1997, p. 3), meaning that in modern political conflict
35
 each antagonist competes for 
media influence as a means to achieve political influence. Wolfsfeld’s Political Contest 
Model rests on five assumptions, with the following two of them being the most 
important ones
36
: (1) the political process is more likely to have an influence on the news 
media than the news media are on the political process; (2) the authorities’ level of 
control over the political environment
37
 is one of the key variables that determine the role 
of the news media in political conflicts. Wolfsfeld acknowledges that the press can 
influence politics by helping to set the political agenda, by constructing social frames 
                                                          
 
35 The focus of Wolfsfeld’s work is on unequal political conflicts, which are characterized as “public confrontations 
between a government and at least one other antagonist in which the state (or one state) has a significantly superior 
amount of coercive resources at its disposal”. See Wolfsfeld, G. (2003). The political contest model. In Cottle, S., 
News, Public Relations and Power. pp. 81-98. London: Sage Publications. Page 82.  
36 The remaining three arguments are as follows: (3) the role of the news media in political conflicts varies over time 
and circumstances; (4) those who hope to understand variations in the role of the news media must look at the 
competition among antagonists along two dimensions: one structural and the other cultural; (5) while authorities have 
tremendous advantages over challengers in the quantity and quality of media coverage they 
receive, many challengers can overcome these obstacles and use the news media as a tool for political influence. 
37 The argument is that during conflict, each antagonist tries to dominate discourse and to mobilize supporters. 
Consequently, those who are successful in dominating the political environment (most often the government) dominate 
media coverage as well. Only when authorities lack or lose control, then the media get to choose from more sources 
and perspectives. 
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about politics or political issues, and by accelerating political success and discussing 
political failure. However, Wolfsfeld’s argument here is that the political culture of a 
society impacts how the news media cover conflict. According to Wolfsfeld’s theory, 
political power can be translated into power over the media because political decisions 
impact by whom the media are owned and how they cover events.  (Wolfsfeld, 1997, p. 
4)   
Along similar lines, Hegemony theorists argue that the government exercises an 
overly hegemonic influence on the elite media with media professionals failing to 
critically evaluate information provided by government officials and therefore just 
slavishly reporting in favor of the administration’s direction.  
Herman and Chomsky (1988) developed this approach a little further and argue 
with their Propaganda Model that the elite press indeed does offer some criticism of the 
administration’s actions. This however is usually just a reflection of the debate among 
disagreeing elites which use their access to the elite media to express their contradicting 
opinions. Consequently, if there are no disagreeing elites, or if those who disagree cannot 
gain access to the media, then there is no debate/disagreement the media could report on.  
Bennett (1990) extends this idea of contradicting elites and argues that the media 
will express disagreement if disagreement indeed exists among political elites. According 
to his Indexing Model, journalists index the range of voices debating foreign policy in the 
media according to the range of viewpoints expressed by political elites. The media 
coverage of this debate however is unlikely to present the most extreme points of view. 
Instead the media tend to index the opinions expressed by leading governmental officials 
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who are likely to have an influence on the decision making process and therefore rarely 
express extreme points of view.  
Lastly, Entman (2003) offers a more complex explanation in his Model of 
Cascading Activation. Instead of assuming a straight flow of information from political 
representatives which is mirrored by media coverage, his model assumes several – 
possibly reciprocal – steps from the White House over political representatives to the 
media and from there finally to the public. On each level, individuals can influence each 
other through critical conversation, consequently shaping the point of view that is 
eventually presented in the media. This would consequently mean that the elite media not 
only are able to frame a news story contrary to the administration’s spin,  but also do 
offer a critical debate of the issues at hand that might consequently even contribute to 
public opinion formation. 
 
The Ideal Speech Situation and the Power of the Best Argument 
In his work on discourse ethics Habermas (1990) looks into the type of argument 
and the structure of discourse needed to establish an ethical or normative truth. Ideally, 
through rational discourse, society can determine what is right and what is wrong. As 
Wahl-Jorgensen & Galperin (2000) point out, “the central problem of discourse ethics 
could be phrased as follows: What are the conditions for reaching morally just 
agreements in modern pluralist societies without a common metaphysical grounding in 
religion or other forms of universally shared experiences and concerns?” (Wahl-
31 
 
 
Jorgensen & Galperin, 2000, p. 21). In his essay Wahrheitstheorien
38
, Habermas (1973) 
outlines the conditions for rational critical debate, “to identify universal procedures for 
the justification of moral claims regardless of their specific ethical content” (Wahl-
Jorgensen & Galperin, p. 21). In other words, since discourse ethics is focused on the 
procedure to reach common consensus, it does not evaluate moral claims and normative 
principles themselves. As Habermas (1990) explains, a moral claim can only be justified 
through public discourse and common consensus, but not by the individual him/herself. 
Consequently, he is more concerned with the actual procedure to reach consensus on a 
moral claim instead of the normative principle itself. As he points out,  
“by entering into a process of moral argumentation, the participants 
continue their communicative action in a reflexive attitude with the aim of 
restoring a consensus that has been disrupted. Moral argumentation thus serves to 
settle conflicts of action by consensual means. [.... ]. Agreement of this kind 
expresses a common will. If moral argumentation is to produce this kind of 
agreement, however, it is not enough for the individual to reflect on whether he 
can assent to a norm. It is not even enough for each individual to reflect in this 
way and then to register to vote. What is needed is a “real” process of 
argumentation in which the individuals concerned cooperate. Only an 
intersubjective process of reaching understanding can produce an agreement that 
is reflexive in nature; only it can give the participants the knowledge that they 
have collective become convinced of something” (Habermas, 1990, p. 67).  
                                                          
 
38 This, unfortunately never has been translated into English language. The title of the essay means as much as 
“theories on truth”.  
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In other words, communicative action (Habermas, 1985, p. 294), based on mutual 
deliberation and argumentation is needed in order to reach common understanding and 
agreement.  
Habermas came up with a set of preconditions for common discourse, which 
should serve as the basis for any communicative action and which are the preconditions 
of what he calls the ideal speech situation. They take the form of “discourse rules” that 
“are adopted implicitly and known intuitively” and which “must be followed in actual 
fact if error-free argumentation is to take place in real life” (Habermas, 1990, p. 91). The 
following are “the four most important of these unavoidable pragmatic presuppositions” 
(Habermas, 2008, p. 82): 
1. Inclusivity: No one who could make a relevant contribution may be 
prevented from participating.  
2. Equal distribution of communicative freedoms: everyone has an equal 
opportunity to make contributions.  
3. Truthfulness: the participants must mean what they say.  
4. Absence of contingent external constraints or constraints inherent to the 
structure of communication: the yes/no positions of participants on 
criticizable validity claims should be motivated only by the power of 
cogent reasons to convince .
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39 Originally, Habermas published these four preconditions of the ideal speech situation in his paper entitled 
Wahrheitstheorien (1973), which was never translated into English language. He later summarized them again in his 
book Zwischen Naturalismus and Religion (2005), which was translated in 2008. The excerpts above are taken from 
this translation. See Habermas (2008). Between naturalism and religion. P. 82.    
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In summary, these presuppositions mean that in an ideal speech situation, every 
member of society has equal right to participate in public discourse; everyone has equal 
right to speak and express their opinions and beliefs regardless of social rank or power; 
participants contribute to the discussion not motivated by their self-interests, but based on 
their honest opinion and “in the pursuit of generalizable interest, rather than strategically, 
toward the fulfillment of particular interest” (Wahl-Jorgensen & Galperin, 2000, p. 25); 
and lastly  everyone’s opinion should be the result of rational argumentation rather than 
power or coercion. 
According to Habermas, these presuppositions are necessary to remove all 
possible constraints from communication in order to come to genuine consensus on truth 
claims. He argues that “the structure (of communication) is free from constraint only 
when for all participants there is a symmetrical distribution of chances to select and 
employ speech acts, when there is an effective equality of opportunity for the assumption 
of dialogue roles” (McCarthy, 1979, p. 306).  Only if the discussion is free of constraint – 
“both external (such as force or the threat of force) and internal (such as neurotic or 
ideological distortions)” then, as McCarthy points out, the outcome of discussion “will be 
(or at least can be) the result simply of the force of the better argument and not of 
accidental or systematic constraints on communication” (McCarthy, p. 306). In other 
words, only under those ideal circumstances can true collective will formation take place 
– based on reason rather than rank or power, which ultimately leaves the public decision-
making process to the better argument.  
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As pointed out, in the ideal speech situation, all communicators are committed to 
inclusivity, equality, rationality and truthfulness. If however, as Gosling (2000) points 
out, the intentions of the parties involved do not match each other, the result is what 
Habermas (1984) calls “communication pathologies”, that “can be conceived of as the 
results of a confusion between actions orientated to reaching understanding and actions 
orientated to success. In situations of concealed strategic action, at least one of the parties 
behaves with an orientation to success, but leaves others to believe that all the 
presuppositions of communicative action are satisfied” (Habermas, 1985, p. 322).  
Consequently, as McCarthy (1979) explains, the conditions under which rational 
consensus is possible – what Habermas calls the ‘ideal speech situation’ – must ensure 
not only unlimited discussion, but discussion that is free from distorting influences, 
whether their source be open domination, conscious strategic behavior, or the more subtle 
barriers to communication deriving from self-deception” (McCarthy, 1979, p. 306). 
 Of course one needs to ask how applicable the presuppositions for ideal 
communicative action are to the real-life needs of rational-critical debate. As McCarthy 
points out, “at first glance, this talk of an ideal speech situation might appear to be wildly 
unrealistic” (McCarthy, pp. 308/309). Habermas realized that in reality, these 
preconditions will rarely be fulfilled since “discourses take place in particular social 
contexts and are subject to the limitations of time and space” with participants being “real 
human beings driven by other motives in addition to the one permitted motive of the 
search for truth” (Habermas, 1990, p. 92). Instead Habermas sees this concept of rational 
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discourse as an ideal type
40
 that “can at least be adequately approximated” (Habermas, 
1990, p. 92). As he explains, “the concept of the ideal speech situation is not merely a 
regulative principle in Kant’s sense. [. . . .]. On the other hand, neither is it an existing 
concept in Hegel’s sense; for no historic reality matches the form of life that we can in 
principle characterize by reference to the ideal speech situation”41.  As Warf (2011) 
explains, the ideal speech situation does not exist in reality but functions as a 
“counterfactual yardstick by which to judge real-life contexts and the obstacles that 
generate distorted communication” (Warf, 2011, p. 18).  
While on the opinion pages of the print media the participation of the ordinary 
citizen is limited to passive readership, the emergence of new online technology offers 
easier and perhaps more equal access to online discussion spaces such as online 
discussion groups and online blogs, which might come closer to the ideal speech situation 
than the traditional communication spaces do.  
The internet is relatively low in cost and easy to use, which reduces a major 
barrier of access to public debate. The variety of internet communication fora such as 
online discussion sites, chat rooms, blogs, exemplifies, as Warf (2011) points out, “the 
Habermasian vision of diverse groups engaging in practical discourse more than any 
other realm today” (Warf, 2011, p. 19). As he explains, “the internet allows communities 
of shared interests to form around common discourses that express identities and foment 
mutual understanding within a broader, heterogeneous, differentiated civil society” 
                                                          
 
40 It could be seen as an ideal type in the sense of Max Weber, meaning, it is used as a genetic notion that helps to 
systematize the empirical and historical reality. Meaning, it is more of a hypothetical construct that exaggerates the 
characteristics of a phenomenon to serve as a scale of measurement. 
41 Habermas, J. (1973), pp. 258/59 as translated in McCarthy (1979), p. 310.  
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(Warf, p. 19).  Theoretically, everyone in the U.S. could access the internet either from 
personal home computers, or free of charge for example from public libraries or other 
institutions. Going into more structural details, most of these online discussion spaces are 
freely accessible, meaning, anyone can participate in online discussion groups such as, 
for example, those offered on Google groups and/or start or comment on blogs such as 
for example those listed on Google blogs and share their opinions and beliefs 
independent of rank and power.  
 
Online Communication Spaces – an Extension of the Traditional Public Sphere?  
Looking into the various new media and their potential for discourse, scholars 
have raised the question whether these new online discussion spaces could be considered 
a new online public sphere, and if so, how well it would fulfill Habermas’s idea of an 
open and inclusive place in between state and society where equal citizens debate 
common concerns
42
.   
Dahlberg (2000; 2001) offers a detailed analysis of the extent to which online 
deliberation facilitates a rational-critical discourse that mirrors Habermas’ s criteria of the 
traditional public sphere. While he comes to the conclusion that “exchange and critique 
                                                          
 
42 One should note here that scholars started to examine new online discussion spaces in the very late 1990s and around 
the beginning of the 21st century. At that point in time, the internet was certainly not such a dominant medium as it is 
today. Therefore, especially when it comes to the discussion of open access to online forums in the context of social 
equality, we need to keep in mind that this drastically changed over the course of the past 10 years. According to a 
longitudinal study on internet adoption by Americans, conducted by the PEW Research Center, in June 1995, only 
about 14% of Americans used the internet. In December 2000, this number had already increased to 50% of Americans, 
and as of August 2011, 78% of adult Americans use the internet. See Pew Internet & American Life Project 2012a. 
According to a second study conducted by the PEW Research Center, the number of Americans who are smartphone 
owners (enabling users to go online) in March 2012 stood at 46%, which is an 11-point increase within one year. See 
since Pew Internet & American Life Project 2012b.  
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of political claims can be found to be taking place every day within cyberspace” 
(Dahlberg, 2001, p. 623), participants in online discussion spaces are often lacking 
reflexivity
43
, and the commitment to ongoing dialogue, including the ability to 
respectfully listen to participants with different opinions.  He further concludes that the 
discourse seems to be dominated by certain individuals and groups with exclusions from 
online forums occurring as results of social inequality (Dahlgren, 2001, p. 623).   
Similar, Papacharissi (2002) argues that online discussions, similar to those taking 
place on the opinion pages of newspapers, seem to be dominated by “elites” since online 
technologies are not accessible and used by everyone. Consequently, she argues, 
cyberspace does not constitute a public sphere, but a “public space” in “which special 
interest groups subdivide the virtual mass into smaller discussion groups”. This new 
public space however is not synonymous with a new public sphere, since this new space 
only enhances discussion, but not democracy (Papacharissi, 2002, p. 11). While the 
online public spaces enhance discussion on the one hand, they could on the other hand, 
according to Papacharissi, only increase the advantages of the haves, and the 
disadvantages of the have-nots. She argues that “for those with access to computers, the 
internet is a valuable resource for political participation” (Papacharissi, p. 12), while 
“moving political discussion to a virtual space excludes those with no access to this 
space” (Papacharissi, p. 13).  Of course this leaves the question how much access to 
political discussion the have-nots do have in the traditional public sphere.     
                                                          
 
43 Meaning, participants’ ability to critically examine their cultural values, assumptions and interests, as well as the 
larger social context. See Dahlgren, L. (2001), p. 623.  
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On the contrary, one can certainly argue that the online communication spaces 
offer equal access independent of social rank and power. Baoill (2004) argues that the 
blogosphere is technically inclusive since pretty much anyone can start their own blog, 
but he argues that “the time commitment needed is a significant barrier that makes 
blogging most attractive to students, academics and certain professions” (Baoill, 2004). 
However, can one argue that time constraints are a barrier to equal access? If someone is 
willing to take on the time commitment to participate in online discussions or blogging, 
then these forums offer access to anyone who wants to participate. 
Similar to Papacharissi, Bruns (2008) argues that the alternative online media 
support the formation of “issue publics” (Bruns, 2008, p. 67), a “wide variety of new, 
conceptually localized public spheres” (Bruns, p. 68), which focus on “specific topics 
which are of interest to their particular constituencies of users and participants” (Bruns, p. 
68). He however sees this new development as a logical consequence of the collapse of 
the traditional mass-mediated journalism that is “acted out in front of an audience of 
largely passive spectators whose own views are represented on the virtual stage only to 
the extent that journalists make the effort to seek them out” (Bruns, p. 68). He further 
argues that “the rise of alternatives to such mass-mediated communication models also 
indicates that the virtual stage of conventional journalism does not provide the only, or 
even the best, approach to public political discussion and deliberation; indeed a model of 
deliberative politics is likely to be significantly more applicable to environments where 
citizens themselves are active participants in the process of political deliberation than to 
those where the affordances of the underlying technosocial frameworks of the mass 
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media industry largely rule out such sustained, direct, active participation” (Bruns, p. 68).  
Consequently, this move from the traditional mass mediated public sphere in between 
state and society “dissolves the boundaries of the public sphere and extends public 
participation from society towards the realms of media and politics to become pan-
societal” (Bruns, p. 69).   
While this development away from one traditional public sphere to a new variety 
of issue publics could be understood as a fragmentation of society, these individual 
publics tend to overlap and interconnect, since participants have multiple interests and 
therefore belong to several different issue publics. Consequently, as Habermas (2006) 
puts it, “a larger number of people tend to take an interest in a larger number of issues” 
(Habermas 2006, p. 422) and therefore, “the overlap of issue publics may even serve to 
counter trends of fragmentation”. This aligns with Fraser’s (1992) early criticism that 
“public life in egalitarian, multicultural societies cannot consist exclusively in a single, 
comprehensive public sphere” (Fraser 1992, p. 126). As she argues, we cannot ignore that 
members of subordinated social groups started to form what she calls “subaltern 
counterpublics”44. Consequently,  “the idea of an egalitarian, multicultural society only 
makes sense if we suppose a plurality of public arenas in which groups with diverse 
values and rhetorics participate. By definition, such a society must contain a multiplicity 
of publics” (Fraser, p. 126).  
                                                          
 
44 She defines these as “discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups [such as women, workers, 
people of color, gays and lesbians] invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of 
their identities, interests and needs”. (See Fraser 1992, p. 123).  
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Castells (2007) sees the emergence of what he calls mass-self communication
45
 as 
the “communication foundation of the network society” (Castells 2007, p. 246) that he 
describes as “global web of horizontal communication networks that include the 
multimodal exchange of interactive messages from many to many” (Castells, p. 246), 
which is inherently different from “the communication system of the industrial society 
that was centered around the mass media, characterized by the mass distribution of a one-
way message from one to many” (Castells, p. 246).  Because of mass self-communication 
being (1) self-generated in content, (2) self-directed in emission, and (3) self-selected in 
reception (see Castells, p. 248), it enables “social actors to challenge and eventually 
change the power relations institutionalized in society” (Castells, p. 248). Since social 
movements take the “organizational forms that are specific to the kind of society where 
they take place” (Castells, p. 249) the network society uses mass-self communication to 
achieve change
46
. Excellent examples of this empirically happening are the Arab Spring 
movement where protestants in Tunisia and Egypt
47
 relied heavily on the internet and 
social networks such as facebook, twitter and youtube to disseminate information that 
eventually led to the formation and increase in anti-government opposition
48
 as well as 
                                                          
 
45 Meaning a “new form of communication related to the culture and technology of the network society, and based on 
horizontal networks of communication”.  See Castells, M. (2007) Communication, Power and Counter-power, p. 239.  
46 It would not be the first time that we see a new medium involved in revolutionary change. As Habermas (1992) 
points out in “the transformation occurring in the German Democratic Republic, in Czechoslovakia, and in Romania 
formed a chain of events properly considered not merely a historical process that happened to be shown on television, 
but one whose very mode of occurrence was televisional. The mass media’s worldwide diffusion had not only a 
decisive infectious effect. In contrast to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the physical presence of the 
masses demonstrating in the squares and streets was able to generate revolutionary power only to the degree to which 
television made its presence ubiquitous”. (See Habermas 1992, p. 456) 
47 It is important to note here that the role that social media played in the Arab spring movement varied differently 
among countries involved. For example, social media usage increased in Tunisia and Egypt, while in countries like 
Yemen and Libya, where the government controls the internet, online participation was considerably lower.  
48 For a scholarly discussion of the role and impact of social media use during the Arab spring movement, see for 
example Anderson,  2011 and Hassan, 2012.  
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the Occupy movement where the use of social media logistically contributed to the 
assembly of masses in physical public spaces
49
.  
Even though online discussion spaces certainly have limitations such as a certain 
degree of inequality of access, and the discussion being dominated by certain elites and 
consequently certain topics, one cannot ignore that online discussion spaces allow for 
more open access than traditional opinion pages of the print media –which after all are 
core elements of Habermas’s public sphere.  Consequently, communication scholars need 
to continue to pay attention to the use and function of these new public communication 
spaces. Therefore, this dissertation does not limit its analysis of the torture debate 
surrounding the Abu Ghraib incidents to the core traditional public sphere, but extends it 
to online discussion groups and online blogs that can be seen as an extension of the 
traditional public sphere.   
Discourse in chat rooms was not included in this study for several reasons. First 
of all, as Weger & Aakhus (2003) put it, “it appears that chaos reigns, lines of argument 
are hard to follow, arguers trade insults instead of arguments, and when arguments are 
made, they tend to be underdeveloped and/or unresponsive to the arguments raised by 
other participants” (Weger & Aakhus, 2003, p. 37). From a methodological point of view, 
it is easier to study chat-room communication while it is taking place, as opposed to 
discourse that happened years ago. Most websites that offer chat room services only 
allow individual users to save conversations to their computer, but they do not archive 
these accessible to the public. Given that data collection for the online component of this 
                                                          
 
49 For a scholarly discussion of the role of social media during the Occupy movement see for example Juris, 2012. 
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project began in 2009/2010, but the Abu Ghraib abuses were revealed in early 2004, this 
would have made data collection tremendously difficult.  
 
The Study of Online Communication Spaces 
Weger & Aakhus (2003) argue that “the shift to public argument in mass media 
resulted in non-interactive, distant and passive communication events in which the public 
was neither given access, nor encouraged to participate” (Weger & Aakhus, 2003, p. 23). 
They suggest that information and communication technology “creates new opportunities 
for citizens to engage each other in the public sphere” (Weger & Aakhus, p. 23).  As said 
before, scholars need to pay more attention to the function, but even more importantly to 
the use of these new online communication spaces.  
To some extent this has already happened – so far, scholars have been devoting 
much attention to the general description of the structure of these new communication 
channels thereby forming three broad areas of interest: first of all the question of who 
talks to whom and the study of simple user demographics such as the age, gender, and 
income as well the educational level of participants, or, more involved, the ideological 
position of participants (see Hill & Hughes, 1998;  Stromer-Galley, 2003; McKenna & 
Pole, 2008).  
Second, from a more rhetorical point of view, the tone of users participating in 
online discussions and the phenomenon of “flaming”  - a hostile or even insulting 
exchange in between users of opposing opinion.  Papacharissi (2004), as well as Benson 
(1996) and Lee (2005) for example looked into civility and politeness in online 
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discussion groups in order to examine whether there exists a level of verbal aggression 
that might even shut down participants with contradicting opinions.  
And lastly, a third group of scholars looked more into the actual nature of public 
discussions taking place online, thereby almost exclusively focusing on political 
discussion, and trying to answer the question whether the new online media would 
enhance and increase political deliberation (for examples see Dahlgren, 2005; Siapera, 
2008; and Jankowski & van Selm).  
There exist however only very few studies such as the one proposed here that 
specifically examine the content of political debate in these online public spaces. 
Exceptions are Schild and Oren (2005) who examined the debate of local public-policy 
issues on a listserv in a small Midwestern City. Robinson (2005) looks into the debate of 
the events of September 11
th
 in three online forums to compare patterns of interaction and 
ideologies.  Gonzalez-Bailon et al. (2012) examine emotional reactions to political events 
and Jenkins et al. (2012) examine the debate of the American decision to attack Iraq.  
However, contrary to this dissertation, with the exception of Jenkins et al. (2012) none of 
these compared their findings to the debate of the same topic in the traditional print 
public sphere. 
Since this study includes the analysis of discourse in online discussion groups and 
online chats, the study of these two types of online forums will be explored in more detail 
on the following pages.  
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The Study of Online Discussion Groups 
When speaking of online discussion groups, the author is talking about what was 
formerly known as the Usenet. The Usenet was a system of widely distributed open 
discussion groups that emulated bulletin boards. It was established in 1980 by two Duke 
University graduate students. Users read and post messages (called articles or posts) to 
one or more categories, known as newsgroups. Usenet was distributed among a large, 
constantly changing conglomeration of servers that stored and forwarded messages to one 
another in so-called news feeds. Individual users could read messages from and post 
messages to a local server operated by their Internet service provider. According to 
Sascha Segan of PC Magazine, Usenet traffic and usage has been declining for years with 
reasons being problems with child pornographers putting large amounts of data on Usenet 
on the one hand and the attractiveness of profit-based websites on the internet on the 
other hand. In May 2010, Duke University discontinued its Usenet server.
50
  
However, Usenet is the precursor to the various Internet forums that are widely 
used today. Today, these are known as internet forums, message boards or online 
discussion groups.  All of them have in common that they are online discussion sites 
where people can hold conversations in the form of posted messages. They differ from 
chat rooms in that messages are at least temporarily archived. According to the 
Wikipedia.org entry on “internet forum”, “a discussion forum is hierarchical or tree-like 
in structure: a forum can contain a number of sub-forums, each of which may have 
                                                          
 
50 For more information see the Wikipedia entry on “Usenet”. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Usenet (accessed 7/11/12) as 
well as Benson 1996 and Sascha Segan/PC Magazine 2008.   
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several topics. Within a forum's topic, each new discussion started is called a thread, and 
can be replied to by as many people as so wish. Depending on the forum's settings, users 
can be anonymous or have to register with the forum and then subsequently log in, in 
order to post messages. On most forums, users do not have to log in to read existing 
messages”51.  
Since this dissertation examines discourse in online discussion groups and online 
blogs, the characteristics of the blogosphere as well as those of online discussion groups 
are important to be known. Schneider (1996 and 1997), who conducted a large study of a 
Usenet newsgroup discussing abortion, examined online communication to identify the 
following four core characteristics of an ideal (online) public sphere: (1) equality
52
; (2) 
diversity
53
; (3) reciprocity
54
 and (4) quality of the discourse, meaning, the extend of 
participants to remain engaged within the discussion. He then examined Usenet posts to 
see to what extend these aforementioned criteria applied. He found that contributions 
were diverse and reciprocal, but lacked equality and quality. However, Schneider 
identified the un-moderated nature of the online forum as a big advantage of this form of 
communication. The absence of a moderator increases not only equality, but also 
diversity as opposed to the editorial control exercised by a moderator who could serve as 
a “gatekeeper”.  
                                                          
 
51 For more information, see the Wikipedia entry on “internet forum”. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet_forum; 
Accessed 7/11/12.  
52 Meaning nothing impedes participants from involvement in the public sphere. This includes necessary access to and 
knowledge of technical equipment needed for computer-mediated communication.  
53 This involves not only the range of topics being discussed, but also the variety of opinions being expressed.  
54 This refers to the level of participants’ awareness of each other’s opinions.  
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Similar, Waldstein (2005) in his discursive analysis of discussion threads in an 
online newsgroup comes to the conclusion that theoretically, newsgroup communication 
could resemble a Habermasian ideal speech situation. In practice however, rhetoric is 
used to oppose and isolate discussion participants, hence threatening the theoretical idea 
of equal participants having equal voice.  
 Janssen and Kies (2005) describe different types of online political forums and 
point out that newsgroups attract more rational critical debate than real-time spaces such 
as chat rooms, which attract more small talk. While they argue that participants in Usenet 
groups favor the encounter of like-minded views, which might lead to the polarization of 
opinion (also see Galston, 2003), quite contrary Kelly et al. (2006) found that most 
participants choose to reply to messages by their opponents rather than by their allies. 
Focusing on blogs instead of online discussion groups, Hargittai et al. (2008) examine 
whether the blogosphere is leading to an increased lack of polarization because of a lack 
of exchange in between people with opposing points of views. Their findings indicate 
that blogs are more likely to link to blogs that match their ideological position, but at the 
same time they also found some linking to blogs with opposing points of view.   
One explanation for such contradictory findings could be that the usage and 
participation in these new online public spaces is still quite a new area of study – which 
then again shows the need for more study such as this dissertation, that looks into a 
particular issue and compares not only the arguments brought up in online forums as 
opposed to the traditional media, but also examines through a rhetorical analysis if 
participants’ opinions are more polarized and in what kind of tone they are brought up.   
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The Study of the Blogosphere  
As Boyd (2006) pointed out, there exists no single definition of the term blog. In 
general terms, a blog (a combination of the words web log) is a discussion or information 
website. Single entries (called posts) are typically displayed in reverse chronological 
order so the most recent post appears first. Blogs can be published by one single 
individual blogger, but it could also consist of contributions from a small group of people 
or even a large number of authors such as the blogs run by news organizations, 
universities, think tanks and other interest groups. They can be themed on a single subject 
or touch on a variety of topics. Most blogs are interactive, meaning, they allow visitors to 
leave comments and even message each other.  A typical blog combines text, images, and 
links to other blogs, websites, and other media related to its topic. However, while most 
definitions focus on the structure as well as the output of a blog and the blogosphere 
Boyd (2006) points out that “by shifting the focus to practice, it is possible to see how 
blogs are not a genre of communication, but a medium through which communication 
occurs”.   
Siapera (2008) outlines the following structural features of a blog that describe it 
as a new media form and at the same time distinguish it from other new media forms 
such as websites, emails and discussion- or chat-sites: (1) the blogger’s posts and general 
ownership and administration of the bog; (2) the temporal dynamism of the blog through 
regular posts in (typically) a reverse chronological order; (3) posts/comments from 
readers; (4) hyperlinks either to internal pages within the blog or (5) to external sites 
(Siapera, 2008, p. 56). Within the blogs’ structural features, it is up to the blogger what to 
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post, what to link to, and which comments to accept. This explains the great variety of 
blog practices one finds online. Siapera also points out that blogs fall in between the 
familiar modes of address by “never quite addressing a person (dialogue), never quite 
addressing a crowd (speech, public address), and never quite speaking to oneself (diary, 
monologue)” (Siapera, p. 57). 
According to a PEW study (PEW, 2006), eight percent of internet users, or about 
12 million American adults, keep a blog. More interestingly, thirty-nine percent of 
internet users, or about 57 million American adults, read blogs
55
. Even though the 
number of actual bloggers might appear low, their impact should not be underestimated. 
As Drezner and Farell (2004) put it, “for salient topics in global affairs, the blogosphere 
functions as a rare combination of distributed expertise, real-time collective response to 
breaking news, and public opinion barometer” (Drezner & Farell, 2004, p. 34). It is not 
surprising then that journalists and pundits attend to blogs to see what people talk about, 
especially “under specific circumstances – when key weblogs focus on a new or 
neglected issue – blogs can act as a focal point for the mainstream media and exert 
formidable agenda-setting power” (Drezner & Farell, p. 34).  However, as Drezner & 
Farrell (2008a) point out, the median blogger has barely any influence if measured by 
traffic to their blogs alone. So it seems not to be the quantity but the quality of a visitor to 
a blogger’s website that makes it influential. By looking into the unequal distribution of 
readers across the array of weblogs on the one hand, and the increasing interactions 
between blogs and media outlets on the other hand, Drezner and Farrell come to the 
                                                          
 
55 Unfortunately, no more recent data could be found. However, given the increase of internet usage over the course of 
the past decade, it is fair to assume that actual numbers would be even higher today.  
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conclusion that “a few elite blogs can serve as both an information aggregator and as a 
‘summary statistic’ for the blogosphere” (Drezner & Farell, 2008a, p. 17).  Consequently, 
these elite blogs that attract attention not only from their regular readers, and fellow 
bloggers, but also from journalists, can serve an agenda-setting function
56
.  
Describing the link in between the mediasphere and the blogosphere, Drezner and 
Farrell  (2008a) offer the following four reasons that explain the connection in between 
journalists and the blogs they read: (1) material incentives; (2) personal network ties; (3) 
expertise and (4) speed. Since for example newspaper publishers try to split their online 
content into free services and paid material, they have an interest to offer plenty of free 
content to maintain traffic to their websites. Such free content often comes in the form of 
blogs, hence providing a material incentive. More importantly, social and professional 
ties in between bloggers and journalists also help to explain the attention paid to the 
blogosphere. In addition, while blogs with their often very specific subjects and content 
might not be a good source for general news, bloggers might have specific knowledge on 
specific issues which makes them a valuable resource for journalists. Lastly, blogs have 
very low production costs, and can act and react very fast. Compared to traditional media, 
bloggers can immediately post information or commentary regarding an event, often so 
before mainstream media have time to react.  
                                                          
 
56 An example of not only such an agenda-setting function, but also of the general political influence of blogs is the 
2002 resignation of Trent Lott as Senate Majority Leader after having made inappropriate comments. Even though the 
mainstream press had reported on the event at which he made those comments, it was only after a week of intense 
online commenting that it produced renewed media attention, which ultimately led to his resignation. For more 
information on this and other examples demonstrating the political influence of blogs see Drezner & Farrell (2008b).   
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While these four factors explain what draws journalists’ attention to the 
blogosphere, Haas (2005) comes to the conclusion that “the primary contribution of 
politically oriented weblog writers consists in linking to and commenting on preexisting, 
Internet-based mainstream news reporting and commenting” (Haas, 2008, p. 389). 
Consequently, rather than “influencing the coverage of mainstream news media, it 
appears that weblog writers not only cover the same topics, but also rely on them for 
information on those topics” (Haas, p. 389).  She argues that this coverage of mainstream 
news media tends to be “indexical57 of the degree of elite consensus of dissensus on 
given topics” (Haas, p. 389).  Consequently, instead of challenging the dominance of 
mainstream news media, either through their own reporting or that of alternative news 
providers, weblog writers help strengthen their dominance” (Haas, p. 394). 
Opposed to Haas (2005) conclusion, McKenna and Pole’s (2008) findings see 
more variety in the activities of routing bloggers.  In their study they focus on the daily 
activities of regular bloggers who write about political issues and examine to what extend 
bloggers engage in one of the following four activities: (1) informing readers, (2) 
checking the media, (3) engaging in political advocacy and (4) gathering money for 
charitable causes. Confirming Haas’ (2005) findings, McKenna and Pole find in their 
study that 91% of bloggers inform their readers about articles in the traditional media, 
especially newspapers, and that 81% draw attention to key posts and other blogs 
(McKenna & Pole, 2008, p. 101). However, in addition, “a majority of bloggers reported 
they provide information not found in traditional media outlets, including party 
                                                          
 
57 In the sense of Bennett’s indexing model.  
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platforms, dates of political rallies or events, upcoming votes and the release of data” 
(McKenna & Pole, p. 101). Since it is more difficult and time-consuming to collect this 
type of information as opposed to getting information from a traditional news source, one 
can find an element of “activism and independent journalism in these informing 
activities” (McKenna & Pole, p. 103). Additionally, McKenna and Pole’s findings 
indicate that the majority of bloggers surveyed, tend to blog on errors or omissions found 
in traditional newspapers, therefore engaging in a watchdog activity that goes beyond 
their mere information activity. Consequently, blogs not only challenge the traditional 
media, they also offer at least some alternative to traditional reporting.   
Woodly (2008) explains that bloggers have less access to first-hand information 
than professional journalists. She argues that “unlike top mainstream journalists, most 
bloggers do not have, or are only just acquiring insider status required to talk to high 
ranking officials. [. . . .]. For this reason, bloggers tend to ask questions and make 
arguments by examining public facts or engaging with non-elite viewpoints that have 
been left out of traditional coverage in favor of elite he-said-she-said” (Woodly, 2008, p. 
115). 
In his analysis of the relationship in between mainstream media and political 
blogs, Wallsten (2007) comes to the conclusion that the relationship in between media 
coverage and blog discussion is indeed more of a symbiotic, bi-directional one. His 
findings indicate that “media coverage was followed by more discussion in the 
blogosphere, and more discussion in the blogosphere was followed by more media 
coverage” (Wallsten, 2007, p. 580). He explains that on the one hand, political bloggers, 
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who primarily rely on mainstream media for their information, see themselves as some 
sort of media watchdogs and report on an issue they see covered in the traditional media. 
On the other hand, journalists, who rely on blogs as part of their daily newsgathering, 
then decide whether to further cover a story based on the activity they observe in the 
blogosphere. The consequence is a symbiotic relationship in which each side uses the 
other one to reach their goals.  
In a content analysis of 260 blogs, Papacharissi (2007) examines the journalistic 
potential of blogs. Even though blogs do not offer the extensive variety of news that 
online news sites offer, they “do allow for personalization of news items and interactive 
communication with other bloggers and potential audience members” (Papacharissi, 
2007, p. 23), which “could be conceived as an alternate form of online journalism” 
(Papacharissi, p. 23).  
 While we cannot deny that there is a mutual relationship in between bloggers and 
journalists, and while one can certainly find independent journalistic elements in blogs, 
only very few scholars looked into the ways blogs cover political topics. Reynolds (2005) 
is one of the few scholars who – along the lines of the proposed study - examined how a 
specific political topic – here the 2004 presidential election – was debated in political 
news blogs and then compared her findings to the newspaper coverage of the same topic. 
Her findings suggest that the more popular a political news blog, the more likely it is to 
cover topics similar to U.S. newspapers, a finding that supports the idea of a spiral of 
silence based on a perceived public opinion.  
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The Study of the Revelations of Torture and Abuse at Abu Ghraib 
A controversial topic as it is, scholars have devoted quite a bit of attention to the 
media coverage and debate over the revelations of torture in Abu Ghraib.  One can 
broadly categorize the existing studies in three areas:  (1) studies that examined the usage 
of photographs in the news media. For examples see Brooks (2009) as well as Anden-
Papadopoulos (2008) who examined how the visual impact of the Abu Ghraib 
photographs has been used to frame the news coverage of the revelations of torture. (2) 
The gender discourse surrounding the Abu Ghraib revelations. Holland (2009) for 
example examined whether the main stream media focused on Lynndie England, 
therefore framing the events more as a “gender crisis” than as a “crisis in US military 
culture”. Along those lines Gronnvoll (2007) asks whether women soldiers are held to 
gendered standards while male soldiers are discussed in non-gendered terms. (3) Scholars 
who examined how the American news media covered and framed the revelations of 
torture in Abu Ghraib. On the following pages, this literature review will focus on the 
third area of analysis, since this is the one closest related to this study.  
Following the assumption that “all things being equal news coverage will tend 
toward homogeneity” (Entman, 2006, p. 215), Entman examines news coverage on the 
killing of civilians in Fallujah, Iraq in April 2004 to the news coverage of the Abu Ghraib 
prisoner abuse scandal, which became public just four weeks later. His findings suggest 
that “coverage of Fallujah in the major mainstream American news outlets was relatively 
homogeneous and in this respect apparently differed from the more diverse reporting on 
Abu Ghraib” (Entman, p. 215). Following Entman’s methodology, Lawrence (2006) 
found “evidence of even more homogeneity than Entman assumes” (Lawrence, 2006, p. 
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228).  Lawrence’s findings, similar to Entman, show a “relatively low level of press 
independence, as measured by the ability to sustain a counter-frame based on 
investigative or documentary journalism” (Lawrence, p. 228).  
Bennett, et al. (2006) examined through a content analysis of selected print media 
and television news, whether the events were framed as “torture” or as “abuse”. They 
come to the conclusion that the mainstream press, and here the Washington Post in 
particular, failed to “produce a frame that strongly challenged the Bush administration’s 
claim that Abu Ghraib was an isolated case of appalling abuse perpetrated by low-level 
soldiers” (Bennett, et al., 2006, p. 467). They interpret their findings based on the 
Indexing Model of press behavior and argue that “with a bit more division in policy 
circles or on the campaign trail, a counterframe might have been activated and, perhaps, 
sustained in cascading fashion by the event-driven dynamics of continued publication of 
photos” (Bennett et al., p. 481). Since this however was not the case, Bennett et al. 
conclude that the mainstream media “allowed the administration’s ‘isolated abuse’ frame 
to dominate the news and declined to offer the public a coherent alternative frame” 
(Bennett et al., p. 481).  
Offering a counter-perspective, Porpora et al. (2010) argue that if “searched not 
for individual words but for more extended frames, it becomes clear that the Post did in 
fact engage in considerable counterframing even in the absence of elite political 
opposition” (Porpora et al., 2010, p. 254). Consequently, Porpora et al. argue that these 
findings do not support the Indexing model as Bennett et al. maintain, but rather 
Entman’s (2004) newer Cascade model.  
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One might wonder here why two very similar studies come to opposing 
conclusions? The answer to this question lies in the chosen methodology. Bennett et al. 
criticize the Washington Post’s coverage based on the distinction between the words 
abuse and torture. Essentially, Bennett et al. (2006) reduce frames to single words or 
think at least that entire frames can be adequately captured by single words.  
Porpora et al. (2010) on the other hand argue that the use of single words in 
content analysis risks invalid results, since news frames are semantically richer than what 
can be captured by the coding of single words. Therefore, although it might increase 
reliability, the use of single words in content analysis to index entire frames can 
compromise validity. The results of the study by Porpora et al. indicate that this is the 
case with the study done by Bennett et al. According to Porpora et al., and contrary to the 
results of Bennett et al., on the opinion pages of the Washington Post, abuse did not 
generally coincide with a “bad apples” frame. Instead, no matter whether the 
mistreatment was called torture, abuse, criminal abuse, or a culture of abuse, Washington 
Post editorials throughout the period consistently and strongly held the Bush 
administration to account. 
Rowling et al. (2011) argue that these controversial results stem mostly from 
incomplete data and therefore they analyze White House, military, congressional and 
news messages
58. Their results “challenge the results of Bennett et al and Porpora et al 
that White House viewpoints largely went unchallenged by Democratic Party officials” 
                                                          
 
58 Bennett et al. examined news coverage in the Washington Post, CBS evening news and a sample of national 
newspapers. Porpora et al. examined straight news pieces as well as editorials and op-eds published in the Washington 
Post.  
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(Rowling et al., 2011, p. 1044). Instead they argue that the White House frame was 
largely challenged by leading Democrats. Furthermore, their results indicate that 
“messages consistent with the Bush administration’s framing of Abu Ghraib far 
outweighed those congressional challenges in news coverage of the scandal” (Rowling et 
al., p. 1044). Drawing from social identity theory, they conclude that these patterns “align 
with Entman’s cascading activation model of press-state relations” (Rowling et al., p. 
1044), which they expand to explain” why the news media challenge certain White 
House frames and uncritically echo others” (Rowling et al., p. 1044).  
Instead of looking into “labels” as evidence of framing, Hickerson et al. (2011) 
look into sourcing to examine how journalists’ reliance on official sources might have 
had an impact on news coverage of the Abu Ghraib incidents published in the New York 
Times. Their findings suggest that early on journalists relied heavily on military officials 
as sources, while later on when the use of military – and also academic sources – 
decreased, the use of congressional sources, and here predominantly Democratic ones, 
increased. Their analysis, which was focused on  the coverage leading up to Alberto 
Gonzalez’ nomination as U.S. attorney general also revealed that the use of the label 
“torture” increased over time and appeared more frequently in editorials and columns.   
Carlson (2009) goes even further and looks into the criticism surrounding the 
coverage of the Abu Ghraib scandal. He examines if and what kind of critical arguments 
have been brought up within the news, in the journalism trade press and from leftwing 
and rightwing media watchdog organizations in order to criticize the media coverage of 
these events.  
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Similar to the study by Bennett et al. (2006), which examined whether the events 
were labeled as “abuse” or as “torture”, Jones and Sheets (2009) examine news coverage 
in seven countries to examine how the Abu Ghraib events were labeled outside the U.S. 
They come to the conclusion that American journalists overwhelmingly avoided the label 
“torture” to describe the prisoner scandal and instead emphasized more ambiguous, and 
arguably more innocuous, terms such as “abuse” or “mistreatment”, while journalists in 
non-English speaking countries were much more open to using the label “torture” to 
frame these events for their readers. Drawing from social identity theory, they conclude 
that “there was a strong tendency for U.S. journalists to define what happened in national 
identity-serving ways, by employing characterizations such as abuse and mistreatment 
rather than torture, thereby protesting – though likely without overt intentionality – a 
positive self-image of the American war effort in Iraq” (Jones & Sheets, 2009, pp. 
288/289).  
Following the idea that the media can act as watchdogs for their respective 
governments, Braziunaite (2011) examined in her dissertation how the prisoner abuse by 
American as well as by British armed forces was covered in the two countries. She 
compared the coverage of the Abu Ghraib scandal in the New York Times and 
Washington Post to the coverage in the Guardian and the Times, two British papers. Her 
findings indicate that the abuse conducted by American soldiers was extensively covered 
in both countries, while the American newspapers ignored the revelations of British 
soldiers abusing prisoners. Furthermore, “contrary to findings suggested by previous 
research, the newspapers examined in this study favored attribution of responsibility to 
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the system rather than individuals in their coverage of U.S. events” (Braziunaite, 2011, p. 
iii).  
In her dissertation on the rhetoric of torture, Davis (2008) examines the Abu 
Ghraib photographs, and then subsequently different types of texts – the legal 
memoranda outlining the U.S. interrogation practice; political speeches made by public 
officials during the 2004 presidential campaign; and the television series 24. She argues 
that the Abu Ghraib photographs constituted “a serious challenge to American national 
identity and the prevailing rationale for war” (Davis, 2008, pp. vii/viii). The remaining 
types of texts she subsequently examined, “can be seen as rhetorical attempts at damage 
control, containing and softening the edges of the visual records of violence against an 
enemy Other” (Davis, p. viii).  
While a lot of attention was devoted to the phenomena of framing (and here the 
“isolated abuse” versus the “systematic torture” frame, and more precisely sourcing and 
indexing), none of these studies examined in detail the content, use of arguments and 
rhetorical style of the torture debate in the American public sphere. Further, these 
scholars completely ignore the discussion of these events in the new online media, in 
online discussion groups and in online blogs.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN 
Methodological Approach  
Following a multi-staged mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and 
qualitative aspects,  this cross-sectional
59
 study analyzed the discussion of the torture 
revelations in three different parts of the public sphere: (1) in opinion pieces in the print 
media, (2) in online discussion groups and (3) in online blogs to answer the following 
research questions:  
(1) How do opinion pieces, blogs and newsgroups discuss the revelations of 
torture in Abu Ghraib? Do they tend to argue in favor or in opposition of 
torture? Do they frame it as the mistreatment done by a few bad apples or do 
they frame it as a systematic policy? 
(2) What tends to be the nature of the debate? Do the arguments used tend to 
represent a moral or a prudential point of view favoring/opposing the practice 
of torture? What are the rhetorical forms of the debate taking place in these 
three parts of the public sphere? 
(3) Can a privatization of morality or spiral of silence be observed in the debate 
about torture? Can moral argumentation be equally found in opinion pieces as 
opposed to online discussion groups and blogs? 
                                                          
 
59 Even though this study examines the torture debate over a time period of more than two years, its purpose is not a 
longitudinal analysis, since it does not examine any changes in the public discussion within this time period. Hence, it 
for example does not compare the use of moral argumentation to an earlier point of measurement, but analyses the 
presence and absence of arguments within the given time period.  
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Through a combination of content analysis and discourse analysis, this study 
examined the torture debate in the public sphere over a period of a little more than two 
years. The story about alleged prisoner abuse in the Abu Ghraib military prison broke in 
late April 2004. Consequently, the public debate was examined from April, 24
th
 2004 
until June 30
th
, 2006. After this time period, the story continued with whole new 
developments – memos were released, prosecutions considered and a new administration 
came into office. Therefore, it was not feasible to continue the analysis after this period, 
simply because the issues debated and the arguments involved were different. 
Additionally, to conduct a longitudinal analysis, including the subsequent discussion, 
would have been a different study with different variables.   
As Graber (2005) notes in her review of political communication research 
methods, content analysis often suffers because “of the common practice of coding only 
small portions of news stories, thereby omitting many important themes and nuances and 
limiting coding to denotational meanings”60. Essentially, this is what was done in the 
aforementioned study of Bennett et al. (2006) and which explains the results being 
inherently different from what Porpora et al. (2010) concluded. Since news frames are 
semantically richer than what can be captured by the coding of single words, the use of 
single words in content analysis to index entire frames might increase reliability, but can 
compromise validity.  
To avoid validity concerns, this study coded for entire arguments, rather than 
single words, thereby following the methodology used by Nikolaev et al. (2007) in their 
                                                          
 
60 Graber, D. (2005). Political communication faces the 21st century. P. 492. See also Graber, D. (2004).  
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study on elite U.S. newspapers’ debate of the attack on Iraq. To avoid the aforementioned 
problem of coding just small portions of a text, Nikolaev et al. coded the examined 
opinion pieces on a macro-as well as on a micro-level. On the macro-level the authors 
examined the pieces’ overall nature and tone, while on the micro-level, Nikolaev et al. 
followed Entman (2003) and coded for the presence or absence of single argumentative 
points.  
Following the same methodology, this dissertation coded the collected opinion 
pieces, as well as the material gathered in blogs and online discussion groups at both, a 
micro and a macro level. The macro level coded all data
61
 for the following three overall 
characteristics: 
 Is the piece overall arguing neutral62, in favor63, or in opposition64 of the violent 
treatment in Abu Ghraib? 
 Does the piece make a sustained argument65: 
o For or against violent treatment? 
o About the administration? 
o About the command structure? 
                                                          
 
61 Op-eds, online discussion group threads and blog entries.  
62 “Neutral” here meaning that the piece discussed the issue at hand without expressing an opinion related to the use of 
enhanced interrogation methods.  This also means that the author did not bring up any argumentative points favoring or 
opposing the use of these methods. If bringing up any argumentative points, those were the ones classified as neutral. 
For more information on the coding instrument, see Appendix A of this dissertation.  
63 “In favor” meaning that the author used at least one argument supporting the use of enhanced interrogation methods.  
64 “In opposition” here meaning that the author included at least one argumentative point that opposes the use of 
enhanced interrogation methods. This included the variable “taking for granted that torture is wrong”. For more 
information on the coding instrument, see Appendix A at the end of this dissertation.  
65 A sustained argument here is defined as substantial argument of at least one paragraph of length that makes a point 
related to the topic of the article.  
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o About critics of violent treatment? 
 Is the violent treatment part of a larger point that the piece is making (one side 
aspect of the whole picture)? 
On the micro level, the material was coded for the presence/absence of initially 36 
individual argumentative points
66
, partly drawn from the discourse in the elite press, and 
partly a priori moral considerations that one might expect to find, whether they are there 
or not. Since one of the questions this study was trying to answer was whether we can 
find evidence supporting the thesis of the privatization of morality, it was not only 
important to look for the presence of arguments, but also for their absence in the public 
debate of the torture revelations. However, given that this is a cross-sectional study, the 
collected data can only confirm an absence, but not a disappearance of moral 
argumentation. 
Of the initial 36 arguments collected, 17 argued in opposition of violent treatment, 7 
in favor of violent treatment, and 12 were neutral. The neutral argumentative points either 
coded for (1) textual elements such as “piece talks about accountability” or “definitional 
issues: what is torture?” or (2) for argumentative points that try to explain what happened 
in Abu Ghraib without offering an opinion on the torture revelations, such as “piece 
makes distinction between mandated rough treatment and Abu Ghraib abuses”, “violent 
                                                          
 
66 The author began data collection and analysis with the newspaper portion of the study. When coding material 
collected from online discussion groups and online blogs, the author saw differences in arguments. Consequently, 
additional argumentative points were added to the code sheets used for the online discussion and online blog portion of 
this study. See Appendix A, figures 3 and 4 for a detailed overview of the argumentative points coded in the online 
portion of the study.  
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treatment is isolated”, “violent treatment is widespread”. For a complete list of the 
macro- and micro-variables coded for, see Appendix A at the end of this dissertation. 
 
Sampling and Coding of Editorials and Opinion Pieces 
Using the search terms “torture” and/or “abuse” in combination with “Abu 
Ghraib”, 593 opinion pieces and editorials were collected through a search in the 
database Lexis-Nexis. Pieces that did not much relate to the issue were discarded. The 
sample consists of unsigned editorials (representing the paper’s own position) and 
opinion-pieces (columns opposite the editorial page), all published between April 24
th
, 
2004 and June 30, 2006 in 25 different newspapers and news-magazines all over the U.S.  
As table 2 shows, the 26 newspapers and news magazines were subdivided into the 
following six different categories from across the political spectrum, including both 
secular and religious publications. It was further differentiated in between elite 
publications
67
 and mainstream non-elite publications. Appendix B, Table 42 at the end of 
this dissertation outlines the distribution of the collected opinion-pieces among the 
sample by newspaper category.  
 
 
                                                          
 
67 The reader might be wondering why The Wallstreet Journal was not categorized as elite publication. Given that this 
dissertation examines editorials and opinion pieces instead of straight news, the political orientation of the editorial 
board needs to be taken into account. Even though the Wallstreet Journal itself undeniably is an elite publication, it 
seemed more appropriate to classify it as a conservative publication, which tends to be a more appropriate classification 
of the editorial board’s orientation.  
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Table 2: Newspaper Sources categorized by Ideology 
Religious  
Left 
Secular Left Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
Elite 
Papers 
Secular 
Right 
Religious  
Right  
Commonweal  American 
Prospect  
Atlanta 
Journal 
Constitution  
Christian 
Science 
Monitor  
Wall Street 
Journal  
Commentary  
Tikkun  The Nation  Tampa 
Tribune  
Washington 
Post  
Weekly 
Standard  
Christianity 
Today  
Christian 
Century  
The 
Progressive 
Times 
Picayune  
New York 
Times  
National 
Review  
 
 In These 
Times 
Denver Post  Time    
  Houston 
Chronicle  
Newsweek    
  Boston Globe     
  Chicago Sun 
Times  
   
  San Francisco 
Chronicle  
   
 
 
 
The 593 editorials and opinion pieces were coded on the macro- and on the micro-
level described earlier, with macro variables examining the following: (1) the overall 
argument of the piece, more specifically, is it written in favor/opposition to torture; (2) 
the type of argument predominantly used
68
. Micro variables represented a wide range of 
arguments ranging from arguments in favor of violent treatment over neutral 
argumentative points to arguments in opposition to violent treatment, as the following 
examples illustrate. Table 3 outlines some examples of the micro-argumentative points 
                                                          
 
68 Attributes for this variable were the following: exclusively moral/legal argument; exclusively prudential argument; 
morally muted argument; mixed prudential and moral/legal argument; indistinct or unclear argument.  
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that were coded for, while Appendix A at the end of this dissertation offers a complete 
list of all variables coded for.   
 
Table 3: Examples of Micro-Arguments coded for in Opinion Piece Sample 
Sample arguments for the 
use of violent treatment 
Sample argumentative 
points neither arguing in 
favor nor in opposition of 
violent treatment 
Sample arguments against 
the use of violent treatment 
Use of violent treatment to 
extract information  
Definitional issues: “what is 
torture” 
Damages America’s moral 
authority/image 
Prisoners acted unlawful Discussion of evidence Violates human rights 
Protects national security Abu Ghraib was an isolated 
case 
Violent treatment is inhumane 
Criticism of those criticizing 
violent treatment  
Distinction in between 
mandated rough treatment and 
single Abu Ghraib abuses 
Against domestic/international 
law  
Demonization of enemy Abu Ghraib was not an 
isolated case 
Endangers American prisoners 
 
 
 
Inter-coder reliability was established by having a second, trained coder code a sub-
sample of 10% of the collected material. Inter-rater coding reliability was generally 
above 80%, sometimes higher. Appendix C, Table 46 lists percentage agreements as we 
well as Perreault and Leigh’s I for all variables coded for.   
 
Sampling and Coding of Online Discussion Group Threads 
To examine how the issue was debated in online discussion groups the study 
followed the same methodology described earlier. The unit of analysis for the online 
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discussion group portion of this study was threads rather than single posts. A “thread” is a 
series of connected posts related to a particular topic, posted within a discussion group or 
on a messaging board. It is usually displayed from the oldest to the latest post and can 
usually be identified by its subject line. Often, the original opening post that initiated the 
discussion will be displayed within the response thread. A thread can contain an infinite 
number of posts, even including multiple posts from the same member, displayed in 
chronological order.  
This unit of analysis was chosen for two main reasons: (1) Due to the interactive 
nature of online discussion, argumentative points are rarely found in single posts. Often, 
discussion participants unfold their argument over the course of several arguments. (2) 
Part of this study was to examine the tone and the nature of the discussion, which 
sometimes changes over the course of an entire discussion thread and which is why the 
analysis should not be limited to individual posts.  
Even though the unit of analysis in general was the entire discussion group thread, 
two variables were coded for on the level of individual posts instead of entire threads. 
These two variables were the position on the mistreatment
69
 and the type of argument 
used
70
. For example, when coding for the opinion on the mistreatment, the number of 
individual posts arguing in favor, opposition or neutral on the mistreatment was counted, 
simply because it was usually impossible to classify an entire thread as either arguing 
pro, con or neutral on the issue, because different people with different opinions 
                                                          
 
69 # of posts per thread arguing in favor, opposition or neutral 
70 # of posts per thread using moral/legal, prudential, mixed or unclear types of argument 
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contributed to the same thread. For details on the coding instrument see Appendix A, 
Figure 3 at the end of this dissertation. 
In order to identify discussion group threads to be included in the sample, the 
website https://groups.google.com was utilized. Google Groups is a service from Google 
Inc., which offers access to a variety of different discussion groups, including many 
Usenet newsgroups, based on common interests. “Membership in Google Groups is free 
of charge and many groups are anonymous. Users can find discussion groups related to 
their interests and participate in threaded conversations, either through a web interface or 
by e-mail. They can also start new groups. Google Groups also includes an archive of 
Usenet newsgroup postings dating back to 1981 and supports reading and posting to 
Usenet groups”71. A Google Groups search allowed to sample discussion group threads 
among a variety of different online discussion groups by simply using search terms.  
 For the afore-mentioned time period from April 4
th
, 2004 to June 30
th
, 2006, a 
Google Groups search identified 64,900 threads that contained the words “Abu Ghraib” 
and “torture” or “abuse”. Following a stratified random sampling technique, a sample of 
210 threads
72
 was taken to examine the debate in online discussion groups. A stratified 
technique was chosen, because 1,000 threads are the most Google Groups would retrieve 
in any given search. Meaning, even though one can certainly generate random numbers 
between one and 64,900, the threads cannot be examined in a way that would allow to 
look at let’s say the 6,385th thread, simply because 1,000 threads are the most Google 
                                                          
 
71 See Wikipedia.org entry on “Google Groups”. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Google_groups  
72 Threads that did not relate much to the issue were discarded and replaced with the next randomly chosen one.  
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would retrieve. Therefore, the time period from April 2004 to June 2006, which consists 
of 27 months was broken down into 14 strata, with each of them being a two month 
interval
73
. Using computer-generated random numbers, 15 pieces were picked for each of 
the 14 strata. Threads not related to the issue were discarded and replaced with additional 
pieces, all equally randomly selected.    
The reader might be wondering why the search for threads to be included into the 
sample was extended to all types of discussion groups hosted on Google Groups, and not 
just political discussion groups, where one would expect to find a discussion about the 
Abu Ghraib revelations, which arguably constitute a political topic. As Wojcieszak and 
Mutz (2009) explain in their study on online groups and political discourse, they also 
found “some promising political discussion in groups organized around nonpolitical 
topics” (Wojcieszak & Mutz, 2009, p. 50). They conclude that” internet users who are not 
sufficiently engaged in politics to self-select into explicitly political online chat rooms or 
message boards inadvertently encounter political views online in hobby and interest 
views in particular” (Wojcieszak & Mutz, p. 50). The authors suggest that “just as 
politics often comes up in face-to-face contexts when discussing other issues [. . . ], the 
same is true of online exchanges” (Wojcieszak & Mutz, p. 50). Consequently, the 
sampling of online discussion groups was not limited to online groups especially political 
in nature.   
                                                          
 
73 With the exception of the last month, June 2006. Here, the stratum included only a one-month time span from the 
beginning to the end of June 2006.  
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In order to identify the nature of a particular discussion group in which a thread 
was selected, it was assigned to different categories. This classification was done based 
on the groups’ individual names, which have been used to identify the political or non-
political nature of a group. For example, threads that appeared in discussion groups with 
names such as alt.politics, alt.society.liberalism or alt.fan.rush-limbaugh were 
categorized as discussion group focusing on politics. Groups with names such as 
rec.motorcycles or alt.jokes were categorized as entertainment/lifestyle groups. Threads 
that appeared in groups with names such as alt.military, alt.desert-storm, or 
alt.military.retired, were classified as groups having a predominant military focus. The 
following table 4 provides a summary of the seven different categories that were 
identified:  
 
 
Table 4: Categories of Online Discussion Groups and their Popularity for Discussion of 
Abuse/Torture  
Category Number of 
Groups identified 
in this category 
% of groups 
in entire 
sample 
Number of 
Threads 
% of threads 
in entire 
sample 
General 29 29.9% 37 17.6% 
Politics 28 28.9% 89 42.4% 
Bush/Administration 3 3.0% 19 9.0% 
Culture 15 15.5% 24 11.4% 
Lifestyle/Entertainment 9 9.3% 12 5.7% 
Military  6 6.2% 12 5.7% 
Religion  7 7.2% 15 7.1% 
 97 groups  208  
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Opposed to the editorials and online discussion group pieces that were coded on a 
macro- as well as on a micro-level, the sampled threads were coded exclusively on a 
micro-level. Since usually more than one participant contributes to a discussion thread, it 
was impossible to code for the overall nature, the overall argument or the overall tone of 
an entire thread. Even though a “discussion thread” was the unit of analysis, the 
following variables were coded on the level of individual posts, rather than entire threads: 
(1) the number of individual posts per thread arguing in favor, in opposition, or neither in 
favor nor in opposition to violent treatment; (2) the number of individual posts per thread 
that used moral, prudential, mixed or unclear types of argumentation.  
In order to do so, it was distinguished in between relevant and irrelevant 
individual posts, with relevant posts being those that included content related to the issue 
at stake. Posts that did not relate to the Abu Ghraib revelations
74
 were classified as 
irrelevant.  
While these variables were coded on the level of individual posts, all other 
argumentative points were coded for the entire thread. Meaning, the variable was checked 
off no matter whether one or several participants within the same discussion group thread 
brought up this particular argumentative point.   
In order to examine the different nature of online discussion (as opposed to 
newspaper editorials and opinion pieces), several micro-variables examining tone and 
nature of those pieces were added to the codebook. The following provides a summary: 
                                                          
 
74 Such as those just including references to other topics or discussion groups as well as posts just stating random curse 
words without context or direction to other discussion participants.  
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 Does the thread reference an article? If so, is it an elite piece75, a news 
piece, an opinion piece, or a different source such as for example a blog, 
or a website? 
 Does flaming occur? Flaming here is identified as a hostile, often verbally 
aggressive or insulting interaction in between two or more discussion 
participants.  
 Is sarcasm used, and if so, is it used to (1) defend the use of violent 
treatment, to (2) oppose the use of violent treatment or is it (3) an example 
of unspecified use of sarcasm? 
The online threads were coded for the same argumentative points identified 
through the reading of the aforementioned editorials and opinion pieces. Furthermore, 
several new argumentative points, which, since they had not shown up in the press 
debate, seemed more specific to the online discussion were identified and added to the 
codebook. These additional micro variables are listed below. 
Arguing in favor of violent treatment: 
 Prisoners are “terrorists” (meaning, just the fact that they were imprisoned was 
taken as “evidence” for their status as “terrorists”) 
 References to the pressure of war to defend/excuse what happened at Abu Ghraib  
                                                          
 
75 With elite publications being the same publications earlier identified as such.  
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 Argument that American lives are worth more than others, which justifies the use 
of violent treatment in order to extract information that could help to save 
American lives.  
 Reference criticizing Liberals/Democrats in order to defend the violent treatment  
Neither arguing in favor, nor in opposition of violent treatment: 
 Argument that Abu Ghraib incidents weren’t “that bad”/”weren’t torture” 
 Defense of Bush and/or administration and how they handled the Abu Ghraib 
revelations 
 Criticism of American people (either because of their support for the Bush 
administration or because they did not show enough outrage over the revelations 
of Abu Ghraib) 
 Respect for other cultures (meaning, Americans have no right to look down onto 
other cultures or religions such as Muslims for example) 
 Reference to military rules/military code of conduct  
 Accuses the George W. Bush administration of lying or deceiving. 
Arguing in opposition to violent treatment: 
 Prisoners are innocent/not proven guilty 
 Reference to Conservatives/Republicans to oppose violent treatment 
For a complete list of all variables the online discussion group threads were coded for, 
see Appendix A, Figure 3 at the end of this dissertation.   
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Inter-rater reliability was established by using two trained and experienced coders 
who co-coded a sample of 10% of the threads. Inter-coder reliability was consistently 
above 80%, for some variables higher. Appendix C, Table 47 lists percentage agreement 
as well as Perreault and Leigh’s I for all variables coded for.  
 
Sampling and Coding of Weblogs 
Sampling online blogs turned out to be considerably more complicated than 
sampling online discussion threads or op-eds. Unlike opinion pieces published in 
newspapers, blogs cannot easily be classified by geographical location or political 
orientation of the editorial board. Importance of influence cannot be easily measured 
since there exist no circulation numbers and no readership information. Fortunately, a 
few online organizations provide some data on blogs and the traffic – meaning, the 
number of clicks/views – they receive. Technorati (www.technorati.com), a blog search 
engine, for example, uses tags that authors place on their website to track blog data such 
as a blog’s popularity76.   The website www.blogs.com issues top 10 lists of the most 
popular blogs broken down in more than a hundred different categories. Blog Pulse 
indexed blog posts by keyword to determine what bloggers are talking about. As of 
January 1
st
, 2012 Blog Pulse and their data is no longer available.  
One major problem is that these internet organizations all use different methods to 
collect the data on which they base their daily, weekly or monthly top blog rankings. The 
actual data, on which they base their analyses is not available to the public. In addition, 
                                                          
 
76 See Wikipedia entry on “Technorati”. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Technorati  
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Technorati does not provide any archived information, meaning, one can only see the 
current top blog rankings, but not those from a month, or a year ago. Blog Pulse archived 
their information for six months only. These limitations make it very difficult for 
researchers to select blogs that used to be popular during a particular time period which is 
now being studied.  
In order to come up with sampling strategy for this study, the author followed a 
methodology similar to the one used by Wallsten (2007). He explains that “in order to 
create a population list of A-list blogs from which to sample, the top 100 rankings from 
these four sources [. . . . ] were downloaded [. .  .]” (Wallsten, 2007, p. 571). “Each blog 
that appeared on at least two of the four Web sites’ top rankings was included on the final 
population list” (Wallsten, 2007, p. 571), from which then was randomly sampled.   
As mentioned above, the website www.blogs.com publishes rankings of Top Ten 
Blogs in various different blogs. During the first week of March 2012, a list of the top ten 
blogs in the following categories was compiled: 
 Top Ten Conservative Blogs77 
 Top Ten Liberal Blogs78 
 Top Ten Leading Foreign Policy Blogs 
 Top Ten Iraq & War and Military Blogs 
Results are outlined in the table below:  
 
                                                          
 
77 Which, surprisingly, listed only 9 blogs.  
78 Which, surprisingly listed only 9 blogs.  
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Table 5: Top 10 Blogs in 4 Categories (source: www.blogs.com)  
Top Ten 
Conservative Blogs 
Top Ten Liberal 
Blogs  
Top Ten Iraq & 
War and Military 
Blogs 
Top Ten Leading 
Foreign Policy Blogs 
Hit and Run American Blog A Soldier’s 
Perspective 
A Fistful of Euros 
Hot Air Bag News Notes Army of Dude Abu Aardvark 
Little Green Footballs Crooks and Liars Black Fire China Rises 
Michelle Malkin Daily Kos Dude, where is the 
beach? 
Counterterrorism Blog 
Politik Ditto Firedoglake From my Position Democracy Arsenal 
Redstate Taegan Goddard’s 
Political Wire 
Hello Iraq Inside Iraq 
Right Wing News Talking Points Memo Military Motivator Passport 
Sister Toldjah Think Progress One Marine’s View PostGlobal  
Townhall Wonkette Some Soldier’s Mom TPM Café 
  The Mudville Gazette The Washington Note 
 
 
 
Next, these 38 blogs were compared to Technorati’s authority ranking. Technorati 
Authority measures a blog’s standing and influence in the blogosphere. Authority is 
calculated based on a site’s linking behavior, categorization and other associated data 
over a short, finite period of time
79. A site’s authority may rapidly rise and fall depending 
on what the blogosphere is discussing at the moment, and how often a site produces 
content being referenced by other sites. Authority is measured on a scale of 0 to 1000 
with 1000 being the highest possible authority. 
General Technorati Authority measures a blog’s standing in the entire 
blogosphere, meaning, compared to all different categories of blogs, such as technology, 
lifestyle, entertainment, cooking, business, sports, etc. In addition, Technorati also 
                                                          
 
79 Information on the time frame was not published. Until October 2009, it used to be a 6-month time period, now it is 
shorter. However, Technorati does not disclose details.  
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displays authority rankings by content category. Meaning, a blog’s standing is measured 
against blogs “competing in the same category”. For example, a blogs authority ranking 
in the category “U.S. Politics”, measures the blogs standing against the traffic that other 
blogs listed in the same category – U.S. Politics – acquire. Again, category authority 
rankings are displayed on a scale from 0 to 1000, with 1000 being the highest one. 
80
 
Next, for each of the 38 aforementioned blogs, the authority ranking in the 
categories “U.S. Politics” and “Politics” was identified. Results are displayed in the table 
below.  
 
Table 6: Technorati Politics and U.S. Politics Blog Authority Rankings 
Name of Blog Category Technorati Politics 
Authority 
Technorati U.S. 
Politics Authority 
Hit and Run Top 10 Conservative 795 808 
Hot Air Top 10 Conservative 788 818 
Little Green Footballs Top 10 Conservative 581 621 
Michelle Malkin Top 10 Conservative 798 837 
Politik Ditto Top 10 Conservative 137 151 
Redstate Top 10 Conservative 820 872 
Right Wing News Top 10 Conservative Not ranked Not ranked 
Sister Toldjah Top 10 Conservative 614 621 
Townhall Top 10 Conservative Not ranked Not ranked 
American Blog Top 10 Liberal Not ranked Not ranked 
Bag News Notes Top 10 Liberal 453 479 
Crooks and Liars Top 10 Liberal  776 822 
Daily Kos Top 10 Liberal 846 904 
Firedoglake Top 10 Liberal  636 594 
Taegan Goddard’s 
Political Wire 
Top 10 Liberal  752 788 
Talking Points Memo Top 10 Liberal  772 821 
Think Progress Top 10 Liberal 884 933 
Wonkette Top 10 Liberal  592 622 
A Soldier’s Perspective Top 10 Iraq & War 126 123 
Army of Dude Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
                                                          
 
80 For details on Technorati Authority Rankings see http://technorati.com/what-is-technorati-authority/  
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Table 6: Technorati Politics and U.S. Politics Blog Authority Rankings continued 
    
Black Fire Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
Dude, where is the 
beach? 
Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
From my Position Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
Hello Iraq Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
Military Motivator Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
One Marine’s View Top 10 Iraq & War 79 Not ranked 
Some Soldier’s Mom Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
The Mudville Gazette Top 10 Iraq & War Not ranked Not ranked 
A Fistful of Euros Top 10 Foreign Pol. Not ranked Not ranked 
Abu Aardvark Top 10 Foreign Pol. Not ranked Not ranked 
China Rises Top 10 Foreign Pol. Not ranked Not ranked 
Counterterrorism Blog Top 10 Foreign Pol. Not ranked Not ranked 
Democracy Arsenal Top 10 Foreign Pol. 552 583 
Inside Iraq Top 10 Foreign Pol. Not ranked Not ranked 
Passport Top 10 Foreign Pol. 762 662 
PostGlobal  Top 10 Foreign Pol. Not ranked Not ranked 
TPM Café Top 10 Foreign Pol. Not ranked Not ranked 
The Washington Note Top 10 Foreign Pol. 455 127 
 
 
Next, a shortlist was compiled of all blogs that showed the following criteria for 
inclusion in the sample: 
 Blog is ranked on both types of ranking, meaning (1) one of the four blogs.com 
Top Ten lists
81
 and (2) both of the Technorati authority rankings
82
.  
 Blog was founded on or before April 24th, 2004 (which is the day the story about 
the Abu Ghraib revelations broke) 
 Blog has an openly accessible archive which allows to search for posts published 
during April 24
th
, 2004 and June 30
th
, 2006. 
                                                          
 
81 Meaning, the Top 10 Conservative list, the Top 10 liberal list, the Top 10 Iraq & War list and the Top 10 Foreign 
Policy list.  
82 Meaning the Politics authority ranking as well as the U.S. Politics authority ranking.  
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The following table summarizes all those blogs which fulfill these criteria for inclusion. 
 
Table 7: Blogs Fulfilling Sampling Criteria 
Name of Blog Blog Category Technorati Politics 
Authority 
Technorati U.S. 
Politics Authority 
Little Green Footballs Top 10 Conservative 581 621 
Michelle Malkin Top 10 Conservative 798 837 
Redstate
83
 Top 10 Conservative 820 872 
Sister Toldjah Top 10 Conservative 614 621 
Bag News Notes Top 10 Liberal 453 479 
Crooks and Liars
84
 Top 10 Liberal  776 822 
Daily Kos Top 10 Liberal 846 904 
Talking Points Memo Top 10 Liberal  772 821 
A Soldier’s 
Perspective
85
 
Top 10 Iraq & War 126 123 
The Washington 
Note
86
 
Top 10 Foreign Policy 455 127 
 
 
The ten sampled blogs above offer access to previous posts via monthly archives. 
Initially, it was planned to use a stratified random sampling technique similar to the one 
used to sample the online discussion group threads. However, it quickly turned out that 
the number of posts that related to the issue at hand was substantially smaller than 
previously expected. Therefore, every blog post that was published during the time period 
from April 26, 2004 to June 30, 2006, which contained the search term “Abu Ghraib” 
was selected for inclusion in the sample of blog posts. Posts not offering any discussion 
                                                          
 
83 The blog Redstate was founded on July 11, 2004. Even though this excludes the very beginning of the studied time 
period (04/26/2004 to 06/30/2006), the author decided to include this blog in the sample. 
84 The blog Crooks and Liars appeared for the first time in August 2004. Even though this excludes the very beginning 
of the studied time period (04/26/2004 to 06/30/2006), the author decided to include this blog in the sample. 
85 The Blog A Soldier’s Perspective was founded in October 22004. Even though this excludes the beginning of the 
studied time period (04/26/2004 to 06/30/2006), the benefit of being able to include an Iraq & War blog in the sample 
outweighed the concerns over not being able to study the first five month of the chosen time period.  
86 The blog The Washington Note was founded in August 2004. Even though this excludes the very beginning of the 
studied time period (04/26/2004 to 06/30/2006), the benefit of being able to include a Foreign Policy Blog in the 
sample outweighed the concerns of not being able to study the first four month of the chosen time period.  
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of the Abu Ghraib revelations were discarded. The final sample consisted of 108 
individual blog posts, representing the 10 different blogs listed above. They were 
distributed among the four different blog categories as outlined in the table below. Table 
45 in Appendix B shows the distribution of individual posts among the 10 blogs in the 
sample.  
 
Table 8: Distribution of Posts by Blog Category 
Blog Category # of Posts in Sample % of Sample 
Conservative  30 27.8% 
Liberal  62 57.4% 
Iraq & War 7 6.5% 
Foreign Policy 9 8.3% 
Total  108 100% 
 
 
 
 Similar to the online discussion group threads, the blog posts were coded 
exclusively on a micro-level. Even though the unit of analysis was the individual post, 
which is typically written by just one author, these posts tend to be rather short in nature. 
Consequently, it was difficult to find any “sustained macro-arguments” that were at least 
one paragraph long.  
The individual blog posts were coded for the same argumentative points identified 
through the reading of the aforementioned editorials, opinion pieces and discussion group 
threads. Furthermore, a few new argumentative points, which, since they had not shown 
up in the press debate or the online discussion groups, seemed more specific to the blog 
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debate were identified and added to the codebook. these were mostly related to either the 
media coverage of the Abu Ghraib revelations or were directed towards opposing 
political points of view or party affiliation. These additional micro variables are listed 
below. 
On the media coverage: 
 Blog post criticizes media coverage of Abu Ghraib revelations in general 
 Blog post criticizes media coverage as damaging/unpatriotic 
 Blog post criticizes media coverage as insufficient/not covering enough 
On opposing political viewpoints: 
 General criticism of Liberals/Democrats 
 General criticism of Republicans/Conservatives 
On the Abu Ghraib sentences: 
 Bad apples have been sentenced/punished (meaning, they have been punished and 
there nothing else to do/to talk about) 
 Punishment/clean-up not serious enough (meaning, only a few bad apples have 
been punished, but not everyone involved was sentenced. There is more the 
George W. Bush administration could have done) 
For a complete list of all variables the blog posts were coded for, see Appendix A, 
Figure 4 at the end of this dissertation.   
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Inter-rater reliability was established by using two trained and experienced coders 
who co-coded a sample of 10% of the blog posts. Inter-coder reliability was consistently 
above 80%, for some variables higher. Appendix C, Table 48 lists percentage agreements 
as well as Perreault and Leigh’s I for all variables coded for. Due to the considerable 
smaller size of the blog sample, only Perreault & Leigh’s I has been calculated, but no 
lowerbound interval limit, given that admittedly the reliability estimates controlling for 
chance are less reliable.   
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CHAPTER 4: THE TORTURE DEBATE ON THE OPINION PAGES  
 
 This chapter discusses the results of the analysis of the newspaper opinion pages. 
It starts out with a discussion of the pundits’ opinion on the use of violent treatment, 
followed by an overview of commonly used sustained arguments
87
. After having looked 
into the content of the debate, the pundits’ efforts to frame and/or counter-frame the issue 
at hand will be discussed, which is followed by an analysis of the types of arguments 
predominantly used in the discussion. A conclusion at the end of the chapter summarizes 
the findings and answers the research questions as they pertain to the discussion taking 
place on newspaper opinion pages.   
 
In Favor or in Opposition of Torture? 
How the American public sphere reacted to the revelations of abuse and torture is 
important in itself. In the public sphere in modern societies, those whom Page (1996) 
calls professional commentators ”talk to each other and to the public through mass media 
of communications”(Page, 1996, p. 1) and ultimately provide a window on the thought of 
the nation as a whole and thus a reflection of the national character. When confronted 
with the abuse of those under our care, our national character is tested in a special way. 
From a more theoretical perspective, it was always Habermas’ (1989) hope that a 
properly functioning public sphere would lead society in a more progressive and moral 
direction. Such moral leadership can only transpire if the public sphere does in fact 
                                                          
 
87 A sustained argument here is defined as substantial argument of at least one paragraph of length that makes a point 
related to the topic of the article.  
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discuss moral issues in moral terms. This chapter will discuss whether this happened on 
the American opinion pages in the case of Abu Ghraib. 
“I know that tough interrogations are vital in a war against a merciless 
enemy, but outright torture, or this sexual-humiliation-for-entertainment is 
abhorrent. I also know the sort of abuse that went on in Abu Ghraib prison goes 
on in prisons all over the Arab world every day as it did under Saddam – without 
the Arab League or Al Jazeera ever saying a word about it. I know they are 
shameful hypocrites, but I want my country to behave better – not only because it 
is America, but also because the war on terror is a war of ideas, and to have any 
chance of winning, we must maintain the credibility of our ideas” (Friedman, 
2004). 
In the excerpt above, New York Times editor Thomas Friedman not only expresses 
his disagreement with what had happened at Abu Ghraib prison (“abhorrent”), he also 
begins to argue against the use of violent treatment on prisoners. While his initial 
suggestion seems moral in nature, Friedman’s reasons are ultimately prudential ones – 
mainly he seems to be concerned about the success of the war on terror – thereby 
subordinating morality for prudence. More important though, his stance is representative 
for many pundits discussing the issue on the opinion pages of the American newspapers.  
 While the PEW Research Center reports that ten years after September 11, and 
eight years after the revelations of prisoner abuse in Abu Ghraib became public, more 
than 50% of Americans believe that torture can often, or at least sometimes be justified 
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against alleged terrorists
88
 (PEW, 2011), in the 26-month time period immediately 
following the revelations, which was examined in this study, an overwhelming 77.7% of 
the opinion pieces analyzed argued against the use of violent treatment. As table 9 
indicates, it was only one third of the pieces on the secular and one out of seven pieces on 
the religious right that argued in favor of the use of violent treatment, which account for 
5.3% of the total sample. In addition, only 17% of the pieces in the sample remained 
neutral
89
 in regards to their position on the use of violent treatment, which indicates that 
pundits were certainly not afraid to openly share their opinion.     
 
 
Table 9: Position on Treatment by Newspaper Category 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
2.5% of 
sample 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
7.6% of 
sample 
Elite 
Press 
N=245 
41.3% of 
sample 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
32.2% of 
sample 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
15.2% of 
sample 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
1.2% of 
sample 
Total 
  
N=59
3 
Pro violent 
Treatment 
0 
0%
90
 
0 
0% 
0 
0% 
0 
0% 
30 
5.1% 
1 
0.2% 
31 
5.2% 
Con violent 
Treatment 
15 
2.5% 
39 
6.6% 
222 
37.4% 
159 
26.8% 
21 
3.5% 
5 
0.8% 
461 
77.7% 
Neutral on violent 
treatment 
0 
0% 
6 
1.0% 
23 
3.9% 
32 
5.4% 
39 
6.6% 
1 
0.2% 
101 
17.0% 
Total 15 
2.5% 
45 
7.6% 
245 
41.3% 
191 
32.2% 
90 
15.2% 
7 
1.2% 
593 
100% 
Note: Differences in proportions across source categories are statistically significant. (2 = 252.6, df=10, p 
< 0.001)  
                                                          
 
88Data was collected August 17-21, 2011. When asked whether torture to gain important information from suspected 
terrorists can be justified, 19% of respondents said it could be justified “often”, while 34% of respondents said it could 
be justified “sometimes”.  
89 “Neutral” here meaning that they discussed the issue at hand without expressing an opinion related to the use of 
enhanced interrogation methods.  This also means that they did not bring up any argumentative points favoring or 
opposing the use of these methods. If bringing up any argumentative points, those were the ones classified as neutral. 
For more information on the coding instrument, see Appendix A of this dissertation.  
90 Percentages displayed are total percentages (based on total sample size).  
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One needs to ask though, why on the one hand pundits with an overwhelming 
majority argued against the use of violent treatment, when on the other hand more than 
50% of the general public seems to think that the use of enhanced interrogation can often, 
or at least sometimes be justified. Is what we see a gap in between perceived public 
opinion (based on what the pundits say) and real public opinion (based on what the 
general public thinks), or has the public’s opinion on the use of torture simply shifted 
over time
91
. Looking into the torture debate in online forums (see chapter 5), to which 
ordinary citizens have access, might provide an answer to these questions.  
 
The Use of Sustained Arguments  
 While these results clearly answer the question whether opinion pieces tended to 
argue in favor or in opposition of torture and other forms of violent treatment, it 
surprisingly turned out that many pieces did not offer any kind of sustained argument
92
 
related to the use of torture to back up their opinion. Meaning, while most pieces were 
quite clear when it comes to issuing their opinion on torture, only 23.1% of all pieces 
examined (see table 10) made a sustained argument for or against its use, which 
explained in more detail why they actually argued for or against the use of torture.  The 
following two excerpts demonstrate how authors of opinion pieces express their 
opposition to the violent treatment, while they do not offer any substantial argument 
backing up their opinion.  
                                                          
 
91 This study examines newspaper opinion from 2004-2006, while data collection for the PEW survey took place in 
2011.  
92 A sustained argument here is defined as substantial argument of at least one paragraph of length.  
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“Long the site of unspeakable torture and countless executions, Abu 
Ghraib is a symbol of the savagery that overthrowing Saddam was supposed to 
end. Reactions around the world to horrors that have occurred at the prison under 
American supervision has been furious, and rightly so” (The Times-Picayune, 
2004).  
 In the example above, the editors of the Times-Picayune comment on the “horrors 
that have occurred under American supervision”, which implies their disagreement with 
the violent treatment. Ultimately, however, they comment on the “furious reactions” to 
these revelations, which they consider to be justified. In other words, they issue their 
opinion without offering any type of argument or explanation as to how they come to the 
opinion they share with us. Similarly, the editors of the Houston Chronicle condemn the 
Abu Ghraib prison as “source of shame” as the following excerpt exemplifies, but they 
also do not offer any further explanation as to why they think so. In other words, they 
take torture’s wrongfulness for granted. 
“During Saddam Hussein’s reign of terror, the notorious Abu Ghraib 
prison outside Baghdad was a center of torture and execution and a symbol for the 
regime’s depravity. Now the prison is a source of shame for the United States and 
its armed forces in Iraq”(The Houston Chronicle, 2004).  
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Table 10: Sustained Arguments Made on the Opinion Pages (grouped by newspaper 
category) 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
Elite  
Press 
N=245 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
Total 
N=593 
Pieces makes 
sustained  
argument pro/ 
con treatment 
a 
6 
40%
93
 
11 
24.4% 
49 
20% 
46 
24.1% 
20 
22.2% 
5 
71.4% 
137 
23.1% 
Pieces takes for 
granted that 
treatment is  
wrong
94, b 
6 
40% 
26 
57.8% 
106 
43.3% 
 
86 
45% 
11 
12.2% 
 
2 
28.6% 
237 
40% 
Sustained  
argument about 
administration 
c 
7 
46.7% 
23 
51.1% 
135 
55.1% 
97 
50.1% 
16 
17.8% 
1 
5.7% 
279 
47.0% 
Sustained  
argument about 
command  
structure 
d 
1 
6.6% 
7 
15.6% 
50 
20.4% 
35 
18.3% 
6 
6.6% 
0 
0.0% 
99 
16.7% 
Sustained  
argument about 
critics of  
treatment or the 
media 
e
 
0 
0.0% 
3 
6.6% 
6 
2.5% 
26 
13.6% 
47 
52.2% 
0 
0.0% 
82 
13.8% 
 
a
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is significantly greater than zero (p < .05), and reveals a significantly higher rate in the category “religious 
right” vs. “elite press”, “mainstream non-elite” and “secular right”.  
b
 An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < 
.001)
95
.  
c
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is significantly greater than zero (p < .001), and reveals a significantly lower rate in the category “secular 
right” vs. “elite press”, “mainstream non-elite” and “secular left”.  
d
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is significantly greater than zero (p < .001) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “elite 
press” vs. “secular right” (p < .05).  
e An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is significantly greater than zero (p < .001), and reveals a significantly higher rate in the category “secular 
right” as opposed to all other group categories.  
 
 
                                                          
 
93 Percentages displayed are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per newspaper category.  
94 This variable does not constitute a sustained argument, but was included in this table to emphasize that a large 
number of opinion pieces abstained from offering any sustained argument backing up their opinion on the violent 
treatment of prisoners.  
95
 Meaning, that even though the differences in between the individual newspaper categories were not statistically 
significant, the mentioning of the argumentative point was significant enough to rule out chance.  
88 
 
 
As table 10 indicates, it was only the religious sources, and here particularly the 
religious right that made any kind of sustained argument related to the use of violent 
treatment. In the following example, Kristian Williams discusses what is called the 
ticking-time-bomb scenario
96
. In his argument he not only expresses his opinion on the 
use of violent treatment, he also explains, why a democratic society should never allow 
its government to torture under any circumstances.  
“Perhaps the most telling objection to the ticking-time-bomb scenario is 
that it promotes a principle that cannot be limited to cases like the one it 
describes. In the real world, torture is contagious. It is exceedingly easy to stretch 
the logic of justification to cover an almost infinite range of cases.  
[. . . . ].  
There exist practical as well as ethical reasons to resist the legitimization 
of torture. Even if we accept that under certain hypothetical ticking-time-bomb 
conditions torture might be the lesser of two evils, it does not follow that the state 
should use it.  
[. . . . . ]  
A society committed to individual rights ought to guard them zealously, 
even excessively, keeping its government on a short leash where torture is 
concerned. Our rights should apply in the extreme circumstances, so that they 
                                                          
 
96 The ticking-time-bomb-scenario refers to the hypothetical scenario where one supposes that a terrorist has placed a 
nuclear bomb in a large city, set to explode in only a few hours. The terrorist has been caught, but will not reveal the 
location of the bomb. Since there is not enough time to evacuate the city, one could argue that saving thousands of 
innocent lives could justify the use of torture against the one terrorist.  
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may be preserved for more normal times. Ground that we lose in this crisis may 
prove tragically hard to recover” (Williams, 2005).  
Opposed to the religious sources, the mainstream press, and the elite press in 
particular, remained remarkably quiet when it came to an explanation of their point of 
view. 57.7% of the pieces on the secular left, 45% of the pieces in the mainstream non-
elite press and 43.3% of the pieces in the elite press simply took for granted that violent 
treatment – be it government-approved torture or abuse by a few rogue soldiers – is 
wrong (see table 10).  
So if it was not the use of torture that was discussed on the opinion pages, what 
was it then that the pundits devoted their attention to? Predominantly, it was the role of 
the administration that was discussed on the American opinion pages. As table 10 
indicates, 55.2% of the pieces in the elite press and 50.1% of the pieces in the mainstream 
non-elite press made some kind of sustained argument related to the administration as the 
following example from the Washington Post demonstrates: 
“It’s ironic that Felt has taken us back to Watergate on a week when the 
Bush White House, from the president on down, is conducting a well-coordinated 
campaign to deflect criticism of the shameful – and quite possibly illegal – way 
our nation has treated thousands of detainees in the war on terrorism. Thirty years 
from now, I’ll wager we will look back on this episode with the same sense of 
shame we now have for Watergate.  
[. . . . .] 
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We also know that the administration has turned other prisoners over to 
less fastidious regimes, where they could be tortured without our getting 
splattered by the blood.  
Look at the big picture: This is a wholesale trashing of our own ideals, an 
abandonment of the rule of law. It’s already a huge scandal in the rest of the 
world, undoubtedly creating more enemies of the United States than it has taken 
out of circulation. And it was the White House that set this policy, not a bunch of 
poorly trained reservists at Abu Ghraib” (Robinson, 2005).   
In the example above, Eugene Robinson is commenting on the George W. Bush 
administration’s “well-coordinated campaign to deflect criticism of the shameful” 
prisoner abuse before he goes on to talk about the administration’s policy to have 
prisoners interrogated in black-site prisoners outside the country. Similarly, in the 
following example, Kenneth Roth comments on the Bush administration’s sanctioning of 
enhanced interrogation methods. 
“The Abu Ghraib outrages are not simply the product of a small group of 
sick and misguided soldiers. They are they predictable result of the Bush 
administration’s policy of permitting ‘stress and duress’ interrogation techniques. 
The sexual abuse of prisoners, despicable as it is, is a logical consequence of a 
system put in place after September 11, 2001, to ratchet up the pain, discomfort 
and humiliation of prisoners under interrogation” (Roth, 2004).  
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Similarly, almost half the number of the pieces on the religious and secular left 
also placed a lot of emphasis on the role of the administration. Contrary to this, it is 
unsurprising to see less of a discussion of the role of the administration on the secular and 
religious right. 
While the role of the administration was discussed in plenty of detail, less 
attention was devoted to the military chain of command, and the idea of soldiers just 
following orders. Only 16.7% of opinion pieces among all categories made some kind of 
sustained argument related to the chain of command. The following is an example from 
the Washington Post: 
“A year ago this week,  the release of shocking photographs of naked and 
hooded Iraqi detainees at Abu Ghraib prison alerted the world to serious human 
rights abuses by U.S. forces. Those images, it turned out, were the tip of an 
iceberg: Subsequent investigations by the media, human rights groups and the 
military itself revealed hundreds of cases of torture and abuse of detainees in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and the Guantanamo Bay prison, including scores of suspicious 
deaths. A trail of documents showed that abusive interrogation techniques, such 
as the use of dogs and painful shackling, had been approved by senior military 
commanders and the secretary of defense” (The Washington Post, 2005).  
In the example above, the editors not only point out that the Abu Ghraib abuses 
were not the work of just a few bad apples, they also go on to cite potential evidence (“a 
trail of documents showed that abusive interrogation techniques had been approved”) that 
emphasizes the role of military officials and the Secretary of Defense. In the following 
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example from the Boston Globe, Robert Kuttner combines his explanation of how torture 
moved down the chain of command with his disapproval for any kind of torture by 
civilized nations.  
“But as torture moved down the chain of command, it further degenerated 
from a twisted and illegal means of interrogation into a sadistic sport for ordinary 
soldiers to apply to ordinary prisoners. This deterioration is predictable. It has 
happened under every totalitarian regime, from Stalin to Hitler to Torquemada. 
When torture is official policy, ordinary soldiers and police let their frustrations 
and imaginations run wild. This is why civilized nations ban torture categorically” 
(Kuttner, 2004).  
When it comes to criticizing the critics of violent treatment and/or the media, it is 
not a surprise to see that 52.2% of the pieces on the secular right made a sustained 
argument (see table 10). In the following example, the Wall Street Journal editors attack 
the International Red Cross for their criticism of the American conduct in the war on 
terror.  
“Once upon a time, the International Committee of the Red Cross was a 
humanitarian outfit doing the lord’s work to reduce the horrors of war. So it is a 
special tragedy to see that it has increasingly become an ideological organization 
unable to distinguish between good guys and bad. That is the unfortunate 
conclusion suggested by three years of open ICRC hostility toward US conduct on 
the war on terror. 
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[. . . . . ] 
This follows a similar leak in May regarding the Abu Ghraib prison, as 
well as the ICRC’s unprecedented decision to publicly challenge the Bush 
administrations original designation of the Gitmo detainees as unlawful 
combatants rather than prisoners of war. What’s more, the leaked ICRC 
documents themselves reveal interpretations of the laws of war so contrary to 
what the Geneva Conventions actually say that it’s hard to read them as other than 
products of anti-American animus”(The Wall Street Journal, 2004). 
 
 
Frame or Counterframe? 
Immediately following the revelations of prisoner abuse on CBS’ 60-minutes II 
and Seymour Hersh’s piece detailing the abuse that was published in the New Yorker, 
president George W. Bush claimed that the acts were in no way indicative of normal or 
acceptable practices in the U.S. Army. Instead, the prisoner abuse was framed as 
“disgraceful conduct by a few American troops who dishonored our country and 
disregarded our values” (Bush, 2004). Since the pundits devoted considerable attention to 
the discussion of the role of the administration, one must answer the question whether the 
press accepted the administration’s attribution of the prisoner abuse to the work of a few 
bad apples or if it came up with a counter-frame.  
As already discussed, 77.7% of the pieces criticized the violent treatment of 
prisoners. Only on the secular right was some defense of the mistreatment found. 
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Similarly, it was only on the secular right, where one finds some support of the 
administration’s frame of the prisoner abuse. As table 11 indicates, 22.2% of the pieces 
on the secular right argued that the Abu Ghraib occurrences were isolated cases done by a 
few bad apples. The following is an example from the National Review: 
“The administration has made clear that torture will not be tolerated, and 
those who use it will be punished. Is there any evidence demonstrating the 
contrary? Certainly not on any kind of widespread basis. Those who mistreated 
prisoners at Abu Ghraib were already violating military law and policy, for which 
they were punished“(Levin, 2005).  
 Contrary, 42.2% of the pieces on the secular left, 33.3% of the pieces on the 
religious left and 29% of the elite press argued that the reports of mistreatment were not 
isolated incidents (see table 11), but a widespread phenomenon. In the following 
example, Matthew Rothschild calls it “standard operating procedure”.  
“In Iraq, we all saw the photos at Abu Ghraib. But the hooding, the 
shackling, the dangling of prisoners by their arms, and the sexual humiliations 
occurred not only at Abu Ghraib but in many other places in Iraq. That was 
standard operating procedure. So, for a time, was the use of unmuzzled dogs” 
(Rothschild, 2006).  
In the example below, the editors of the Washington Post accuse the George W. Bush 
administration of creating a climate that made the mistreatment possible.  
95 
 
 
“Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld read a statement yesterday to Congress 
taking responsibility for the abuse of prisoners in Iraq, and he was right to do so. But Mr. 
Rumsfeld did not accept the fundamental nature of the problem, much less commit 
himself to correcting it. In testimony before Senate and House committees, the defense 
secretary and his deputies continued to portray the abuses at Abu Ghraib prison as 
isolated acts by individuals. They defended, or refused to acknowledge, the policy 
decisions that made the abuses more likely. They pledged that those connected to the 
repugnant acts documented in published photographs – and others yet to be released – 
would be punished. But they offered no assurance that their unacceptable system of 
detention in Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere would be fixed” (The Washington Post, 
2004b).  
 In the example above, the editors of the Washington Post point out that Donald 
Rumsfeld is taking responsibility for the prisoner abuse, while at the same time, they 
criticize him for failing to accept responsibility for the policy decisions that made the 
abuse possible. Such discussion of accountability was common among all source 
categories – overall, about one quarter of the pieces talked either about the accountability 
of the individual soldiers involved in the mistreatment (which was more common on the 
right), or, more frequently, the administration, which should be held accountable for what 
had happened (see table 11). In the following example, Jonathan D. Tepperman argues 
that the administration should be held accountable for what happened, and then follows 
up with a legal argument saying that even if no evidence can be found that indicates a 
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high-level involvement, officials can still be held accountable under the provisions of 
international law.  
“The Bush administration has yet to accept much responsibility for the 
torture at Abu Ghraib prison. True, the president has apologized for the abuse on 
Arab television, and several top military officials in Iraq – including the general in 
charge of the prison and her boss – have been quietly suspended or will soon be 
transferred. But so far, legal responsibility has fallen exclusively on the seven 
court-martialed soldiers who were directly involved. Administration officials have 
argued that they themselves are not liable, since the incidents were the work of a 
few bad actors.  
This may or may not be true. Even if no smoking gun is ever found to 
directly link American officials to the crimes, however, they could still find 
themselves in serious jeopardy under international law. Under the doctrine of 
command responsibility, officials can be held accountable for war crimes 
committed by their subordinates even if they did not order them – so long as they 
had control over the perpetrators, had reason to know about the crimes, and did 
not stop them or punish the criminals” (Tepperman, 2004).  
In the following example, Helen Thomas even more directly accuses the administration 
of sidestepping their responsibility for their involvement.  
“Americans have suffered shame and worldwide criticism because of the 
administration’s arrogant disregard for international law and the Geneva 
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Conventions on humanitarian treatment of prisoners and because of revelations of 
prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib.  
It will take us a long time to live down those painful images of shackled, 
humiliated prisoners.  
It is also painful to see top administration officials and the military brass 
sidestep accountability while letting seven soldiers take the rap for prisoner 
abuse”(Thomas, 2004).  
 
 
Table 11: Scope of the Mistreatment on the Opinion Pages (grouped by newspaper 
category) 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
Elite  
Press 
N=245 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
Total 
N=593 
Abu Ghraib is an 
isolated case 
(few bad apples)
a
 
0 
0.0%
97
 
0 
0.0% 
6 
2.5% 
6 
3.1% 
20 
22.2% 
0 
0.0% 
32 
5.4% 
Abuse is 
widespread/not 
isolated 
b 
5 
33.3% 
19 
42.2% 
71 
29% 
38 
20% 
12 
13.3% 
1 
14.3% 
146 
24.6% 
Piece talks about 
accountability 
c 
3 
20% 
9 
20% 
77 
31.4% 
43 
22.5% 
12 
13.3% 
2 
28.6% 
146 
24.6% 
a
 Results from ANOVA with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals a significantly higher rate for 
newspapers in the category “secular right” (compared to all other categories, p < .001) and no significant 
differences in the rates across the other newspaper categories (p > .01).   
b Results from ANOVA with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals a significantly higher rate for 
newspapers in the category “secular left” compared to “secular right” (p < .01) and “Mainstream non-elite” 
(p < .05) and a significantly higher rate for newspapers in the category “elite” vs. “secular right” (p < .05). 
c 
 Results from ANOVA with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals a significantly higher rate for 
newspapers in the category “elite” compared to “secular right” (p < .01). 
 
 
                                                          
 
97 Percentages displayed are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per newspaper category. 
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According to the Bush administration’s frame of the Abu Ghraib revelations, the 
abuse of detainees was due not to high level policy but to a few bad apples low down in 
the command structure and in any case constituted neither torture specifically nor any 
kind of violation of international law.  
As one can see from tables 10 and 11, the elite press, the mainstream-non elite 
and the left devoted much attention to counter-arguing the administration’s frame. They 
argued (1) that the treatment was widespread (24.6% of pieces overall), (2) they 
discussed the role and involvement of the administration (47% of pieces overall), and (3) 
talked about accountability, and here especially the responsibility of the administration 
(24.6% of pieces).  
In addition to framing the abuse as mistreatment done by a few bad apples, the 
Bush administration also argued that the interrogation methods did not constitute any 
violation of international law
98
. As table 12 indicates, those aspects of the 
administration’s frame were counter-argued, too.  For example, 27.8% of the pieces in 
the elite press challenged the international legality and 17.6% of the pieces in the elite 
press challenged the domestic legality of the mistreatment, as the following example 
illustrates:   
“Recent reports indicate that the Bush administration lawyers, in their 
struggles to deal with terrorism, wrote memos in 2003 pushing aside longstanding 
prohibitions on the use of torture by Americans. These memos cleared the way for 
                                                          
 
98 The Bush administration had labeled these prisoners as unlawful combatants or enemy combatants to whom the 
Geneva Conventions do not apply. For more details see the introduction to this dissertation.  
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the horrors that have been revealed in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Guantanamo and 
make a mockery of administration assertions that a few misguided enlisted 
personnel perpetrated the vile abuse of prisoners” (Gregg, 2004). 
In the following example, the editors of the Washington Post go into even more detail: 
“The lawlessness began in January 2002 when Mr. Rumsfeld publicly 
declared that hundreds of people detained by the U.S. and allied forces in 
Afghanistan ‘do not have any rights’ under the Geneva Conventions. That was not 
the case. At a minimum, all those arrested in the war zone were entitled under the 
conventions to a formal hearing to determine whether they were prisoners of war 
or unlawful combatants. No such hearings were held, but then Mr. Rumsfeld 
made clear that the U.S. observance of the convention was now optional. 
Prisoners, he said, would be treated ‘for the most part’ in ‘a manner that is 
reasonably consistent’ with the conventions – which, the secretary breezily 
suggested, were outdated” (The Washington Post, 2004a).  
While most legal arguments made were directed toward the defense of the applicability 
of international law such as the Geneva Conventions and the Convention Against 
Torture, 14.2% of the pieces among all ideological categories also discussed the 
applicability of domestic law, as the following example from the Washington Post 
exemplifies.  
“Such abuse is impermissible under the Constitution; as recently as 2002 
the Supreme Court ruled that similar treatment of an Alabama prisoner was an 
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‘obvious’ violation of the Eighth Amendment. Such practices also violate the 
Geneva Conventions, which the Bush administration says it is following in Iraq 
and applying to other detainees elsewhere” (The Washington Post, 2004c).  
 
 
Table 12: Domestic and International Legality of Violent Treatment (grouped by 
newspaper category) 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
Elite  
Press 
N=245 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
Total 
N=593 
Piece challenges 
international 
legality of 
treatment 
a
 
4 
26.7%
99
 
11 
24.4% 
68 
27.8% 
39 
20.4% 
7 
7.8% 
1 
14.3% 
130 
21.9% 
Piece challenges 
domestic legality  
of treatment 
b 
2 
13.3% 
6 
13.3% 
43 
17.6% 
 
27 
14.1% 
5 
5.5% 
1 
14.3% 
84 
14.2% 
Piece defends 
international 
legality of 
treatment 
c 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
0.4% 
1 
0.5% 
17 
18.9% 
1 
14.3% 
20 
3.4% 
Piece defends 
domestic legality  
of treatment 
d 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
9 
10% 
0 
0.0% 
9 
1.5% 
 
a Results from ANOVA with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveal a significantly higher rate for 
newspapers in the category “elite press” compared to “secular right” (p < .001). 
b 
Results from ANOVA reveal no significant differences among newspaper categories (F= 1.57; df= 5, 587; 
p =.166). 
c 
Results from ANOVA with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals a significantly higher rate for 
newspapers in the category “secular right” compared to all other categories except for “religious right” (p < 
.001). 
d Results from ANOVA with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals a significantly higher rate for 
newspapers in the category “secular right” compared to all other categories except for “religious right” (p < 
.001). 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
99 Percentages displayed are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per newspaper category. 
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Consequently, as the results displayed above indicate, the majority of the press 
(again, with the exception of the right), and here especially the elite press, made an effort 
to counter-frame the different aspects, of the administration’s framing of the issue at 
hand.  
As Entman (2004) explains, a counterframe should attain “sufficient magnitude to 
gain wide understanding as a sensible alternative to the White House interpretation” 
(Entman, 2004, p. 17), which was obviously done in the case of Abu Ghraib. The data 
presented here support the Cascade model
100
, which, according to Entman (2004) 
“should provide enough information independent of the executive branch that citizens 
can construct their own counterframe of issues and events” (Entman, p. 17). The media 
not only framed the mistreatment in a way contrary to the administration’s spin, but they 
also offered a critical debate of the issues at hand that could consequently have even 
contributed to public opinion formation. 
 
Moral vs. Prudential Argumentation  
 As explained earlier, 40% of the examined pieces took for granted that torture is 
wrong (see table 10) – meaning, they simply stated their opinion, but did not offer any 
additional argumentation that explained their opinion. When coding for the type of 
argument used, the results confirm these initial findings. As table 13 shows, only 56.5% 
of pieces among all ideological categories made an argument that could be classified as 
either (1) exclusively moral/legal, (2) exclusively prudential, (3) mixed, (4) unclear or (5) 
                                                          
 
100 For more information on the Cascade model see chapter 2 (literature review).  
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morally muted
101
.  Consequently, 43.5% of the pieces related to the issue at hand 
managed not to make an argument concerning the use of violent treatment. As already 
discussed, much of their attention was devoted to the role of the administration, the chain 
of command and the question of accountability.  
 
 
Table 13: Types of Arguments Used on the Opinion Pages (grouped by newspaper 
category) 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
Elite  
Press 
N=245 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
Total 
N=593 
Clearly/exclusive
ly moral/legal 
argumentation 
3 
20%
102
 
6 
13.3% 
40 
16.3% 
26 
13.6% 
8 
8.9% 
3 
42.9% 
86 
14.5% 
Clearly/exclusive
ly prudential 
argumentation 
1 
6.7% 
7 
15.6% 
43 
17.6% 
48 
25.1% 
24 
26.7% 
0 
0.0% 
123 
20.7% 
Indistinct or 
unclear 
argumentation 
1 
6.7% 
3 
6.67% 
25 
10.2% 
10 
5.2% 
8 
8.9% 
0 
0.0% 
47 
7.9% 
Mixed 
moral/legal and 
prudential 
argumentation 
2 
13.3% 
4 
8.9% 
28 
11.4% 
29 
15.2% 
8 
8.9% 
2 
28.6% 
73 
12.3% 
Morally muted 
argumentation 
0 
0.0% 
1 
2.2% 
4 
1.6% 
1 
0.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
6 
1.0% 
Piece makes no 
argument that 
could be 
categorized 
8 
53.3% 
24 
53.3% 
105 
42.9% 
77 
40.3% 
42 
46.7% 
2 
28.6% 
258 
43.5% 
Note: Results from Fisher’s Exact Test reveal significant differences in proportions across categories (p < 
.001).  
 
 
                                                          
 
101 For a detailed explanation of the different types of argument, see chapter 1 (Theoretical Background) of this 
dissertation.  
102 Percentages displayed are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per newspaper category. 
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As table 13 shows, out of those pieces that did offer any argumentation detailing their 
opinion on the use of violent treatment, 20.7% used prudential arguments such as for 
example arguments related to the America’s standing and image in the world, or 
arguments related to the effectiveness of torture as a means to extract information.
103
.  
In the following example, Richard Starr from the Weekly Standard uses several 
prudential arguments to support his point.  
“The military’s top officers and civilians are constrained by strictures against 
‘unlawful command influence’ from expressing their true feelings about the 
members of the 372
nd
 Military Police Academy who face charges of conspiracy, 
dereliction of duty, cruelty and maltreatment, indecent acts, and assault for their 
all-too-well-documented sadistic abuse of Iraqi detainees in Baghdad’s Abu 
Ghraib prison. Not operating under such constraints ourselves, we admit to 
looking forward to a fair trial of the accused followed by their harsh punishment. 
They have endangered any American unlucky enough to find himself at the mercy 
of our enemies in the war on terror. They have impeded our progress in that war. 
More fundamentally, they traduced their mission, betrayed their fellow soldiers 
and disgraced their country” (Starr, 2004).  
In this example, Richard Starr first shares his opinion on the mistreatment (“sadistic 
abuse” that needs to be punished) before he explains that the treatment of prisoners was 
wrong for the following prudential reasons: (1) endangers American soldiers captured 
                                                          
 
103 For a detailed list of prudential arguments see Appendix A, figure 2 at the end of this dissertation.   
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abroad; (2) damages the success of the war on terror and (3) put a stain on America’s 
image as moral authority.  
Especially the last argument, that the mistreatment damaged America’s image as a 
moral authority was the most popular prudential argument used (see table 14). It came up 
across all ideological categories.  
 
 
Table 14: Top 5 Most Common Prudential Arguments on Opinion Pages (by newspaper 
category) 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
Elite  
Press 
N=245 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
Total 
N=593 
Piece raises 
America’s 
image/moral 
authority 
6 
40%
104
 
8 
17.8% 
75 
30.6% 
43 
22.5% 
16 
17.8% 
2 
28.6% 
150 
25.3% 
Destroys America’s 
image/moral 
authority  
4 
26.7% 
5 
11.1% 
69 
28.1% 
48 
25.1% 
9 
10% 
1 
14.3% 
136 
22.9% 
Fuels 
insurgency/damages 
success of war on 
terror 
4 
26.7% 
3 
6.7% 
29 
11.8% 
28 
14.7% 
8 
8.9% 
1 
14.3% 
73 
12.3% 
Danger to American 
prisoners 
3 
20% 
1 
2.2% 
21 
8.6% 
30 
15.7% 
4 
4.4% 
0 
0.0% 
59 
9.9% 
Piece raises national 
security 
1 
6.7% 
4 
8.9% 
10 
4.1% 
9 
4.7% 
20 
22.2% 
1 
14.3% 
45 
7.6% 
 
 
To give examples, on the religious right, Margaret O’Brien Steinfels points out that 
“damage to our political and moral position grows as we continue to tolerate abusive 
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practices, further diminishing our ability to gather intelligence”(O’Brien Steinfels, 2005). 
Similar, in the Boston Globe, Ellen Goodman points out that “a propagandist couldn’t 
have done us more harm. Al Jazeera couldn’t have made it worse. What more symbolic 
place to show Americans abusing Iraqis than in the notorious prison where Saddam 
Hussein held, tortured and murdered thousands of his citizens?”(Goodman,2004).  
It was not concerns with America’s image alone that came up in prudential 
arguments. Other concerns were related to the success of the war on terror in general, and 
the safety of American soldiers captured abroad in particular. In the following example, 
the editors of the Christian Science Monitor point out that “soldiers who misbehave 
toward detainees can influence the overall war on terrorism as much as combat. And 
commanders who fail to foresee that potential, and to prevent such abuses, only hurt the 
goal of turning the Middle East into a terror-free zone through an expansion of civil 
liberties”(Christian Science Monitor, 2004). The editors of the Chicago Sun Times 
emphasize that “like many others, we’ve warned before that the Bush administration’s 
disdain for the Geneva Convention is both short-sighted and self-destructive, and those 
warnings have proved true. America’s moral authority has diminished, while the risk to 
America’s soldiers has multiplied. How will they be treated now, should they fall into 
enemy hands?”(Roberts & Roberts, 2004).  
As explained earlier, moral and legal arguments were categorized together, since they 
are both normative in nature. Given the strong opposition to the use of violent treatment, 
one might have expected a greater frequency of normative arguments, but out of those 
pieces making an argument,  only 14.5% of the pieces across all ideological categories 
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used moral and/or legal arguments. The greatest frequency of normative arguments was 
found in the religious press, with 42.9% on the right and 20% on the left of the 
ideological spectrum (see table 13). 
Among the moral/legal arguments, those challenging either the international or the 
domestic legality of the use of violent treatment were the most popular. As discussed 
earlier, these helped to counter-frame the administration’s framing of the abuse scandal.  
Additional moral arguments that came up frequently, were concerned with the violent 
treatment (1) disrespecting traditional American values, (2) violating human rights and 
(3) simply being inhumane (see table 15). Jay Bookman of the Atlanta Journal-
Constitution for example argues that “if we as a nation violate the moral codes we are 
supposed to hold dear and the values we claim to honor, we should be ashamed, not 
proud”(Bookman, 2005). Similar, the editors of the New York Times point out that 
“surely, no one can approve turning an American soldier into a pseudo-lap-dancer or 
having another smear fake menstrual blood on an Arab man. These practices are as 
degrading to the women as they are to the prisoners. They violate American moral values 
– and they seem pointless” (The New York Times, 2005). 
Human rights were of equal concern, as the following example from the Chicago 
Sun-Times demonstrates: “The more we learn about the abuse of Iraqi prisoners at Abu 
Ghraib prison, the more it seems plain that the Bush administration and the military are 
mishandling what has become a global public relations fiasco. It is a disaster involving 
the human rights atrocity and its effect on the Iraqi people – whom we were supposedly 
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trying to help – and U.S. Soldiers who acted despicably under dire circumstances” 
(Chicago Sun-Times, 2004). 
 
 
Table 15: Top 5 Most Common Moral/Legal Arguments on Opinion Pages (by 
newspaper category) 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
Elite  
Press 
N=245 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
Total 
N=593 
Challenges 
international 
legality of violent 
treatment 
4 
26.7%
105
 
11 
24.4% 
68 
27.8% 
39 
20.4% 
7 
7.8% 
1 
14.3% 
130 
21.9% 
Challenges 
domestic legality of 
violent treatment 
2 
13.3% 
6 
13.3% 
43 
17.6% 
 
27 
14.1% 
5 
5.5% 
1 
14.3% 
84 
14.2% 
Violent treatment is 
against traditional 
American values 
4 
26.7% 
3 
6.7% 
37 
15.1% 
28 
14.7% 
5 
5.6% 
1 
14.3% 
78 
13.2% 
Violent treatment is 
violation of human 
rights  
4 
26.7% 
5 
11.1% 
33 
13.5% 
29 
15.2% 
2 
2.2% 
2 
28.6% 
75 
12.6% 
Violent treatment is 
inhumane 
5 
33.3% 
6 
13.3% 
21 
8.6% 
26 
13.6% 
5 
5.6% 
2 
28.6% 
65 
11.0% 
 
 
It is not surprising to see that these arguments come up mostly in the elite and non-
elite mainstream press as well as on the religious and secular left. This is where one finds 
frequent opposition to the use of violent treatment (see table 9), while the secular and 
religious right did not oppose the use of violent treatment. The mentioning of these moral 
arguments opposing the use of violent treatment on the religious right is not a surprise 
either (see table 15). As mentioned earlier, with 42.9% of cases, it was on the religious 
right (followed by the religious left with 20%) where the most frequent use of moral/legal 
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arguments was found (see table 13).  Even though they are located at opposing ends of 
the ideological spectrum, religious right and religious left make similar arguments when 
it comes to human rights and the humane treatment of prisoners of war, as the following 
examples demonstrate.  
 When citing social-psychologist Albert Bandura who described dimensions of 
moral disengagement that would allow a decent human being to commit and justify 
indecent behaviors, Sharon Welch of the left Tikkun explains that “when the severity of 
the consequences can no longer be avoided, one dehumanizes and/or demonizes the 
victim: the victims somehow deserve the negative consequences because they are all 
‘terrorists’ or are motivated by an irrational hatred of us”(Welch, 2006).  
In the right Christianity Today one finds a very similar argument as the following 
example shows: 
“But we must also be wary of an attitude of contempt for our enemies, a mindset that 
can easily reduce their humanity and make it easy to treat them as animals. Yes, a degree 
of dehumanizing may make it easier for soldiers to do what, reluctantly, they must. I have 
never been in combat and wouldn’t presume to say. But the same dehumanizing that 
makes the enemy easy to kill also makes the enemy easy to mistreat, to further 
dehumanize, as we saw with the terrible abuse at Abu Ghraib. None of us would subject 
those we love to what many of the detainees (some of them charged with no crime) were 
forced to face”(Carter, 2004).  
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Consequently, as Kristian Williams of the left Commonweal points out that the 
inhumane treatment of prisoners is wrong and can never be justified, as the following 
example demonstrates:  
“The very idea of human rights suggests that there are some things we may not do to 
people, no matter what the circumstance. As philosopher Thomas Nagel points out in his 
essay “War and Massacre”, ‘the most serious of the prohibited acts, like murder and 
torture, are not just supposed to require unusually strong justification. They are supposed 
never to be done, because no quantity of resulting benefit is thought capable of justifying 
such treatment of a person.’ While we may feel that a terrorist’s rights are overridden by 
the need to save innocent victims, these rights do not just cease to exist; the terrorist 
remains human and must be treated accordingly“ (Williams, 2005). 
It was especially on the secular right that neutral discussion points were found (see 
table 16). As table 9 indicates, 43.3% of the papers on the secular right argued neither in 
favor nor in opposition to the use of violent treatment. This explains why it is especially 
on the secular right that neutral discussion points, such as for example definitional issues, 
discussing what constitutes torture, were found. The following is an example from the 
conservative National Review: 
“According to the latest installment of the NYT’s jihad against the war, the CIA is 
using extraordinary interrogation techniques in questioning Al-Quaeda bigs like 
KSM, Ranzi Binalshib, and Abu Zubaida. In Iraq – as the Sunday Post condemns the 
‘policy of abuse’ – we are doing horrendous things such as having interrogators ‘. . . 
throw chairs and tables in the man’s presence’ and ‘invade his personal space.’ 
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According to the Post, these horrendous practices were followed by, ‘put[ting] a hood 
on his head, and tak[ing] him to an isolated cell through a gantlet of barking dogs; 
there the police were to strip search him and interrupt his sleep for three days with 
interrogation, barking and loud music . . .’ 
That’s it? 
That’s not torture.”(Babbin, 2004). 
 
 
Table 16: Top 5 Most Common Neutral Discussion Points on Opinion Pages (by 
newspaper category) 
 Religious 
Left 
N=15 
Secular 
Left 
N=45 
Elite  
Press 
N=245 
Mainstream 
Non-Elite 
N=191 
Secular 
Right 
N=90 
Religious 
Right 
N=7 
Total 
N=59
3 
Makes a legal 
argument 
3 
20.0%
106
 
9 
20.0% 
32 
13.1% 
21 
11.0% 
23 
25.6% 
1 
14.3% 
89 
15.0
% 
Discussion of 
who we are as 
opposed to who 
we appear to be 
2 
13.3% 
10 
22.2% 
28 
11.4% 
28 
14.7% 
9 
10.0% 
1 
14.3% 
78 
13.2
% 
Makes 
distinction in 
between 
mandated rough 
treatment and 
Abu Ghraib 
abuses 
0 
0.0% 
1 
2.2% 
18 
7.3% 
22 
11.5% 
35 
38.9% 
1 
14.3% 
74 
12.5
% 
Discussion of 
evidence 
2 
13.3% 
5 
11.1% 
28 
11.4% 
10 
5.2% 
18 
20.0% 
0 
0.0% 
63 
10.6
% 
Definitional 
issues (what is 
torture) 
7 
46.7% 
4 
8.9% 
24 
9.8% 
8 
4.2% 
10 
11.1% 
1 
14.3% 
54 
9.1% 
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This discussion of what constitutes torture comes close to a second argumentative 
point, which is the distinction in between torture and the Abu Ghraib abuses. With 38.9% 
(see table 16) this variable was also quite common on the pages of the conservative press. 
The following is another example from the National Review:  
“Torture is already against the law. It is, moreover, the intentional infliction of 
severe physical or mental pain – which is to say, much of the prisoner abuse that has 
prompted the current controversy has not been torture at all. Unpleasant? Yes. Sometimes 
sadistic and inexplicable? Undoubtedly. But not torture”(McCarthy, 2005).  
 
Morally Muted Arguments 
A morally muted argument is an argument that instrumentalizes morality as a means to a 
prudential end. The following is an example from the Washington Post:  
“Look at the big picture: This is a wholesale trashing of our own ideals, an 
abandonment of the rule of law. It’s already a huge scandal in the rest of the world, 
undoubtedly creating more enemies of the United States than it has taken out of 
circulation. And it was the White House that set this policy, not a bunch of poorly 
trained reservists at Abu Ghraib”(Robinson, 2005).   
Robinson starts out by reminding us of “our ideals” and the “rule of law” – clearly 
normative concerns. However, these are not the main points of his argument. Instead, 
they only serve as the framework to talk about the enemies of the U.S. the mistreatment 
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created, before he goes on to blame the administration. The following example from the 
New York Times is even more prominent:  
“We are in danger of losing something much more important than just the war in 
Iraq. We are in danger of losing America as an instrument of moral authority and 
inspiration in the world. I have never known a time in my life when America and its 
president were more hated around the world than today. I was just in Japan, and even 
young Japanese dislike us. It’s no wonder that so many Americans are obsessed with 
the finale of the sitcom “Friends” right now. They are the only friends we have, and 
even they’re leaving”(Friedman, 2004).  
 Similar to Robinson, Friedman here starts out by reminding us of our ideals and 
America’s reputation as moral authority in the world. However, ultimately, this argument 
is not about moral values we are about to lose, it is about the friends and consequently 
our image in the world that we are to lose due to the mistreatment. Again, a moral 
concern is subordinated for a prudential end. The following example, again from the New 
York Times, is representative for many pieces in the elite press:  
“We can already see one example of this when we look at the question of 
torture. Abu Ghraib has largely vanished from U.S. political discussion, largely 
because the administration and its Congressional allies have been so effective at 
covering up high-level involvement. But both the revelations and the cover-up did 
terrible damage to America’s moral authority. To much of the world, America 
looks like a place where top officials condone and possibly order the torture of 
innocent people and suffer no consequences”(Krugman, 2004). 
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There are three features worth remarking. First, Krugman simply takes for granted 
that torture is wrong. Second, it is instead the Bush administration against which he is 
making an argument. And, third, the moral observation transposes into and is trumped 
finally by a prudential consideration – again the American image and what it looks like to 
other nations.  
 Surprisingly, however, clearly and exclusively morally muted arguments were 
rare. They only occurred in 1.0% of those cases that did make a clear argument regarding 
the use of violent treatment. One possible explanation here is the rather infrequent use of 
moral argumentation in general. As discussed, only 14.5% of the 335 pieces that did 
make any arguments related to the use of violence did make any moral/legal arguments. 
This already suggests the absence of moral language in the press, which in turn would 
explain the surprisingly low frequency of morally muted arguments. After all, a morally 
muted argument instrumentalizes morality for a prudential end. However, if there is only 
infrequent presence of moral argumentation in the press, it is not surprising to see only 
rare instances of muted morality.  
 
Chapter Conclusion: 
This chapter tried to answer the following research questions:  
(1) How do opinion pieces discuss the revelations of torture in Abu Ghraib? Do 
they tend to argue in favor or in opposition of torture? Do they frame it as the 
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mistreatment done by a few bad apples or do they frame it as a systematic 
policy? 
(2) What tends to be the nature of the debate? Do the arguments used tend to 
represent a moral or a prudential point of view favoring/opposing the practice 
of torture?  
(3) Can a privatization of morality or spiral of silence be observed in the debate 
about torture? 
In response to the first research question, the results show that the opinion pieces 
overwhelmingly argued in opposition to violent treatment. They not only opposed the 
Abu Ghraib abuses in itself, they also counter-framed the administration’s frame of the 
scandal. According to the majority of opinion pieces examined, the mistreatment was a 
widespread phenomenon that was made possible by a higher level policy for which the 
George W. Bush administration accounts responsible. In this regard, the findings lend 
support to the Cascade Model of press behavior, which argues that the press will 
counterframe a political event even in the absence of political elite opposition, as long as 
the event or policy in itself is counter to the nation’s self-image. In the case of Abu 
Ghraib, one can certainly argue that the event opposed the American self-image, 
especially given that this opposition to American values and the concerns with America’s 
standing as a moral authority in the world was used as prominent arguments to oppose 
the use of enhanced interrogation methods.  
 In regards to the second research question, the findings indicate the following: (1) 
More than three quarters of the opinion pieces examined did not offer any sustained 
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argumentation supporting their opinion on violent treatment. About 40% of opinion 
pieces simply took for granted that the use of violent treatment is wrong. Instead, these 
pieces talked about the role of the administration, the command structure and the need for 
accountability – all of which are argumentative points necessary to counter-frame the 
administration’s frame of the event as explained per the first research question above; (2) 
out of those pieces that did offer any argument supporting their opinion, prudential 
arguments were the most common. Moral argumentation was only found in about 15% of 
the cases that did make any arguments, while morally muted arguments were nearly 
absent from the discussion.  
 As per research question three, these findings indeed support the idea of the 
privatization of morality. It looks like even though Abu Ghraib poses moral 
considerations as to the legitimacy and justification of torture, these were very often not 
discussed in moral terms.  Moral arguments were marginalized to the religious left and 
right. Given that circulation rates of the secular press, especially the mainstream elite and 
non-elite papers are much greater than those of the religious press, the general public was 
not guided to think of political issues in moral terms.  
Of course one needs to integrate these findings with the theoretical model presented 
in chapter 1 of this dissertation
107
, and needs to ask why the pundits did not frame torture 
                                                          
 
107 To summarize the theoretical framework that guides this dissertation, one needs to think of the privatization of 
morality as a social current, which leads to an absence of moral discourse on the societal level. The pundit writing for 
the newspaper cannot only be seen as a professional working for a news organization, but must also be seen as an 
individual member of society, who picks up on this tendency of privatized morality and consequently starts to avoid 
hard-hitting moral arguments. S/he either avoids them altogether or softens them in morally muted ways. This now 
leads to the perceived public opinion that morality is not an appropriate factor in the discussion of torture. This results 
in a spiral of silence (silencing moral arguments), which gets picked up by individual citizens contributing to online 
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as a moral issue. Following cascade theory (see Entman, 2003), they themselves feared 
the moral isolation that might have ensued had they come out more forcefully. After all, 
they, as members of society, also perceived the already existing tendency to privatize 
morality as a general social current. Consequently, they avoided the use of moral 
arguments.  Since the secular press instead framed the Abu Ghraib incidents as an issue 
that can be discussed from a rational point of view, people could talk about torture 
without fearing adverse moral judgment.  This would for example explain why according 
to the PEW 2011 poll cited earlier, more than 50% of Americans openly disclosed that in 
their opinion torture against alleged terrorists can at least sometimes be justified.  
Since the newspapers avoided moral deliberation, next, one consequently needs to 
look at the kind of discussion taking place in the more open and accessible online forums 
to answer the question whether people arguing online did just mirror what they have read 
in the papers or if they expressed opinions and arguments beyond the discourse of the 
mass media? Finding the same kind of moral flattening in online discussion groups and 
blogs would be further confirmation for Luckman's thesis about the privatization of 
morality as well as Noelle-Neumann’s idea of the spiral of silence.  
                                                                                                                                                                             
discussions or blogs, thereby consequently reinforcing the privatization of morality, and ultimately dissuading people 
from talking about torture in moral terms.    
117 
 
 
CHAPTER 5: THE TORTURE DEBATE IN ONLINE DISCUSSION GROUPS 
 
According to the PEW Research Center’s 2012 Internet & American Life Project 
(PEW 2012a), as of August 2011, 78% of American adults use the internet. Even though 
the internet is still used less by (1) people over the age of 65 years
108
, and (2) those with 
less than a high school education
109
, the digital divide seems to have narrowed.   
Although lower in impact than newspaper opinion pages, which reach large 
audiences of regular subscribers and occasional readers, online discussion groups are 
much more open in regards to participation. Whereas access to the opinion pages is 
limited, online discussion groups are open to anyone with access to a computer and the 
internet.  Along with greater openness to participation, the online discussion groups are 
also more open in terms of content. While “gatekeepers” watch over the opinion pages by 
deciding which piece gets accepted for publication, opinion-sharing in online discussion 
groups is only a mouse-click away. Since the majority of online discussion groups is un-
moderated in nature, no one watches what is said and how it is said. Consequently, 
discussion group posts are often less formally structured and can include language 
considered to be inappropriate for publication on a newspaper page.  
Because of the greater openness to participation that the internet offers, there was 
initial excitement about the democratizing promise it augured.  Former Democratic Vice-
President Al Gore, long one of the internet’s early supporters, thought that the internet 
would inaugurate a “new Athenian Age of democracy” (Gore, 1994). Academic 
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proponents pointed to new sites, such as e-democracy.org, as exemplifying the promise 
of the internet as an extension of the public sphere (see Dahlgren, 2005).  E-
democracy.org was originally started in 1994 as an email-based list-serve known as 
Minnesota E-democracy.  It produced rational-critical debate between citizens as well as 
allowing citizens access to information and online debates between candidates.   
Today, there is more disillusionment with the internet as a source of greater 
democracy. As some have pointed out, internet access still is not equally available to 
everyone, thus limiting its potential as a democratic force (see Papacharissi, 2002).  
Research has also impugned the quality of the discussion in the online forums. Internet 
discussion, for example, has been found by some researchers to be dominated by a select 
few (see Jankowski & van Selm, 2000) and often polarized into liberal and conservative 
enclaves rather than people of different political persuasions speaking to each other (see 
Hill & Hughes, 1998 and Galston, 2003). According to other researchers, however, the 
opposite is the case. In a very comprehensive study of the structure of political 
newsgroups, one research team found that people more often enjoy debating passionately 
those with whom they strongly disagree (see Kelly et al., 2006). For a more 
comprehensive discussion of the online discussion groups as possible extension of the 
public sphere, see the literature review in chapter 2 of this dissertation.   
While ordinary citizens rarely have access to the opinion pages of newspapers, the 
electronic posts of the online discussion groups, however, provide a record of how 
ordinary people actually went about discussing the revelations of Abu Ghraib issue. The 
posts thus provide important access to a more ground-level segment of the public sphere 
(see Poletta & Lee, 2006), which needs to be examined in order to see if Luckman’s 
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thesis of the privatization of morality, in combination with a spiral of silence, can indeed 
be observed in the American torture debate. 
This chapter discusses the results of the analysis of the online discussion. It starts 
out with a more general overview followed by an analysis of discussion participants’ 
opinion on the use of violent treatment. This is followed by an analysis of the tone of the 
discussion and the use of flaming and sarcasm as rhetorical tools, which leads to an 
analysis of the content of the discussion. This is followed by a summary of argumentative 
points that were absent from the opinion pages, but were found in online discussion. 
Thereafter, the discussion group participants’ framing/counter-framing of the issue at 
hand will be discussed, which is then followed by an analysis of the types of arguments 
being used in online discussion. The conclusion at the end of this chapter answers the 
research questions asked at the beginning of this dissertation.  
In short, this chapter tries to answer the following questions: How were the 
revelations of torture at Abu Ghraib discussed in online discussion groups? Did 
discussion participants tend to argue in favor or in opposition of torture? What was the 
tone of the discussion? What was the focus of the discussion? What is new to the online 
discussion that was not found on the opinion pages? Did they frame the abuse as the 
mistreatment done by a few bad apples or did they frame it as a systematic policy?  Did 
the arguments used tend to represent a moral or a prudential point of view 
favoring/opposing the practice of torture?  
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Overview 
This dissertation examined 210 discussion group threads, which included the 
search terms “torture and/or abuse” and “Abu Ghraib”. These threads were posted in 97 
different discussion groups, with the majority of them being categorized as political ones.  
The individual discussion groups were categorized based on their group name, which 
typically helped to identify the group category. For example, the online discussion group 
alt.politics.usa was categorized as political discussion group, while the group 
soc.culture.usa was categorized as cultural discussion group. Table 43 in Appendix B 
outlines the distribution of discussion group threads among the seven group types 
identified, and displays the number of discussion groups that made up each group 
category. Table 44 in Appendix B displays the ten most popular online discussion groups, 
which accounted for a little more than one third of the threads examined in the sample.  
When analyzing the torture debate in online discussion groups, the unit of 
analysis generally was discussion group threads (a string of connected posts). However, 
since typically more than one participant contributed to a discussion thread, two variables 
were coded for on the level of individual posts instead of entire threads
110
. For example, 
when coding for the opinion on the mistreatment, the number of individual posts arguing 
in favor, opposition or neutral on the mistreatment was counted, simply because it was 
usually impossible to classify an entire thread as either arguing pro, con or neutral on the 
                                                          
 
110 These two variables were the position on the mistreatment (# of posts per thread arguing in favor, opposition or 
neutral) and the type of argument (# of posts per thread using moral/legal, prudential, mixed or unclear types of 
argument). 
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issue, because different people with different opinions contributed to the same thread. For 
details on the coding instrument see Appendix A, Figure 3 at the end of this dissertation.  
Further, it was distinguished in between relevant and irrelevant posts. Relevant 
posts are posts that contained individual participants’ contributions related to the issue at 
hand, while irrelevant posts are those that contained no original contribution by a 
discussion participant that was related to the discussion of the Abu Ghraib revelations. 
For example, posts that included only a link to an outside source (such as a different 
website or a blog) or only quoted for example a news article, but did not contain any 
additional contribution by the poster, were considered irrelevant posts.  
The average number of posts per discussion group thread is 6.6 posts. However, 
the average of relevant posts only is 2.2 posts per thread, which shows us the 
considerably high number of posts that were categorized as irrelevant. Given that 92.4% 
of threads contained references to other material (see table 17), many of these irrelevant 
posts only contained links to other material, but no original contribution by the poster.  
The average number of participants per discussion group thread is 1.5 – given that 
in a discussion forum one participant can make more than one contribution (which would 
then be counted as additional post), this shows that the discussion often was less of a 
back and forth in between two source-receivers
111
, and more a conversation in between 
multiple participants who often each made only one contribution, but remained silent 
                                                          
 
111 As per DeVito’s definition, a source-receiver is a person involved in a communication act that is both a sender 
(source) and a receiver (listener). In other words, one person would post a comment, to which a second person 
responds. This person now is a receiver (receiving the original post), but at the same time becomes a sender who 
responds. The original contributor now receives the feedback, to which s/he might react again.   
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thereafter
112
, ultimately becoming potential receivers, but not sources of any additional 
comments. 
The 210 discussion threads accounted for a total of 1381 individual posts. 
However, only 456 (33%) were categorized as relevant posts. Out of the entire sample, 
93 discussion group threads (44% of threads in sample) contained not a single relevant 
post. The reader might wonder why these were included in the sample then. They were 
included because the participant who started the thread cross-linked it to and referenced a 
newspaper piece or other website that discussed the mistreatment at Abu Ghraib – 
however, they only referenced the article without making a relevant discussion 
contribution themselves, which is why these posts were ultimately categorized as 
irrelevant. However, in order to study to what extent discussion participants get their 
information from other media sources, it was important to include these threads in the 
sample.   
As table 17 below shows, a surprising 92.4% of all discussion group threads in the 
sample referenced at least one article.  51.9% of these were news articles published in 
newspapers other than the ones categorized as elite papers
113
, while 34.3% of participants 
referenced some other source, predominantly some content found online. These results 
show two things: (1) an overwhelming majority of discussion participants uses 
information collected elsewhere to make – or back up- a point. (2) The main source of 
                                                          
 
112 We do not know if they simply remained silent, but read along, or if they perhaps did not even continue to read 
along after they posted their comment.  
113 See chapter 4 for a list of the papers categorized as elite papers.  
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information that gets referred to, is the newspaper. 62.9% of those pieces that did 
reference something, cited a newspaper source.  
 
Table 17: References to Newspaper Articles and Other Sources by Discussion Group 
Category 
  Discussion Group Category  
N = Number of sampled threads per group category 
 
 General 
N=36 
Politics 
N=90 
Bush/ 
Adminis- 
tration 
N=19 
Culture 
N=25 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain- 
ment 
N=13 
Military 
N=11 
Religion 
N=16 
Total 
N=210 
Thread 
references 
article 
a 
34 
94.4%
114
 
85 
94.4% 
15 
78.9% 
24 
96.0% 
11 
84.6% 
11 
100% 
14 
87.5% 
194 
92.4% 
Thread 
cites elite 
paper
115, b 
5 
13.9% 
 
14 
15.6% 
2 
10.5% 
6 
24.0% 
3 
23.1% 
3 
27.3% 
4 
25.0% 
37 
17.6% 
Thread 
cites news 
article 
c  
18 
50.0% 
49 
54.4% 
9 
47.4% 
14 
56.0% 
3 
23.1% 
8 
72.7% 
8 
50.0% 
109 
51.9% 
Thread 
cites 
opinion 
piece 
d   
6 
16.7% 
13 
14.4% 
1 
5.3% 
5 
20.0% 
4 
30.8% 
2 
18.2% 
2 
12.5% 
33 
15.7% 
Thread 
cites other 
source
116, 
e 
15 
41.7% 
31 
34.4% 
5 
26.3% 
9 
36.0% 
4 
30.8% 
3 
27.3% 
5 
31.3% 
72 
34.3% 
a
 An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < 
.001).
117
  
 b 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001).  
c 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001).  
d 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001).  
e 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001).  
                                                          
 
114 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per online group 
category.  
115 An elite paper is defined as one of the publications that was categorized as elite publication in the opinion-piece 
portion of the data collection (the elite paper category included Christian Science Monitor, The Washington Post, The 
New York Times, Time Magazine and Newsweek). 
116 By “other source” a cross-link to any other type of information (other than a piece published in a newspaper) such as 
another blog, website, etc. is meant.  
117
 As explained earlier, this means that even though the differences in between discussion group categories were not 
statistically significant (which, given the percentages is not surprising), the overall average of this variable among all 
categories was statistically significant enough to rule out chance.  
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One might be wondering to what extent the material referenced was picked up in 
the actual discussion going on in these threads. Actually, not as much as one would 
expect. As table 18 shows, only 18.6% of threads that referenced some material also 
initiated a general discussion of the article cited. In 44% of all threads in the sample, an 
article was referenced, but not picked up for further discussion, consequently leaving the 
discussion group thread without any relevant posts. If the article referenced was picked 
up for discussion by participants, some facts or reasoning of it were challenged in 17.5% 
of cases, while only 4.6% of threads included comments that defended what was said in 
an article referenced. 
These numbers leave the reader wondering why such an overwhelming number of 
threads referenced material that only relatively few participants picked up for additional 
discussion. One can only speculate here, but the following two explanations come to 
mind: (1) in those cases where the material was referenced right at the beginning of a 
newly started discussion thread (as starter post so to speak), the participant might have 
hoped for a discussion of the material but no one else contributed, and the thread 
ultimately got lost in a big pool of discussion threads. (2) In those cases where the 
material was referenced more in the middle of an ongoing discussion, the participant 
might have referenced it to give their opinion more weight and credibility by “backing it 
up” with some material collected elsewhere. In these cases however, it was less the 
material referenced, and more the actual point the poster was trying to make, which was 
discussed thereafter – although, as said before, in 17.5% of threads, some facts or 
reasoning of material referenced was challenged by subsequent discussion posts.  
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Table 18: Discussion of Referenced Material by Discussion Group Category 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of threads per group category that referenced an article 
 
 General 
N=34 
Politics 
N=85 
Bush/ 
Admin. 
N=15 
Culture 
N=24 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain. 
N=11 
Military 
N=11 
Religion 
N=14 
Total 
N=194 
General 
discussion of 
article/material 
referenced 
a 
7 
20.6%
118
 
18 
21.2% 
3 
20.0% 
1 
4.2% 
2 
18.2% 
1 
9.1% 
4 
28.6% 
36 
18.6% 
Thread 
defends facts/ 
reasoning in 
article 
b 
1 
2.9% 
4 
4.7% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
14.3% 
9 
4.6% 
Thread 
challenges 
facts/reasoning 
in article 
c 
4 
11.8% 
15 
17.6% 
3 
20.0% 
4 
16.7% 
2 
18.2% 
2 
18.2% 
5 
35.7% 
35 
17.5% 
a 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001).  
b 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .005).  
c 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001).  
 
 
 
In Favor or in Opposition of Torture? 
As discussed before, 77% of the newspaper opinion pieces examined in this study 
argued against the use of violent treatment
119
. Discussion group participants however did 
not state their opinion as clearly. While 39.3% of relevant posts
120
  clearly argued against 
the use of violent treatment, and 7.0% of relevant posts openly made an argument for the 
use of violent treatment
121
, 54.6% of the relevant discussion posts argued neither in 
opposition nor in favor to the mistreatment (see table 19). The following are two 
                                                          
 
118 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per group category.  
119 See chapter 4 for details.  
120 Again, here the single posts were coded for opinion, since several participants would state different opinions in 
individual posts posted in the same discussion thread.  
121 We can only speculate whether participants’ opinion was (1) not in favor of violent treatment, (2) whether they were 
reluctant to express an opinion they might have perceived as unpopular, or (3) whether they rather talked about other 
aspects of the issue independent from their opinion. 
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examples, with the first one being published on June 28, 2005 in the group 
alt.fan.howard-stern: 
“Bush sucks. Yeah. And get our boys killed in a NEEDLESS war based 
on LIES. Bush has stirred up a hornet’s nest which will make us less safe for 
DECADES. Bush is a TRAITOR who must be impeached.” 
 In the post above, the writer expresses his opinion on the war (“needless and 
based on lies”) and then goes on to talk about national security. He also accuses former 
president George W. Bush of being a traitor that should be removed from office. While 
the argument can be classified as mixed moral and prudential in nature
122
, it does not 
make a clear argument either in favor or in opposition of the use of violent treatment.  
 The next example was posted on June 28, 2005 to the discussion group 
alt.impeach.bush. 
“Bush & Cheney lied when they said no torture occurred. I doubt they will 
be apologizing to the Red Cross or Amnesty International anytime soon.”   
Similar to the first example, we see that the poster here is concerned with the role 
of the administration. However, again no clear argument indicating support or opposition 
to the use of violent treatment is made. Consequently, these arguments were categorized 
as relevant posts that are “neutral on the issue”. However, this does not necessarily mean 
that these posters indeed had no opinion regarding the issue at hand. They might have an 
                                                          
 
122 Moral, because it accuses the administration of lying, which is normative in nature, and prudential because the 
writer is concerned about national security.  
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opinion, which they might have consciously or unconsciously left out of the discussion. 
We can only speculate about their reasons and all we know is that they did not express 
any opinion. This being said, we can only guess whether participants’ opinion was (1) not 
in favor/opposition of violent treatment, (2) whether they were reluctant to express an 
opinion they might have perceived as unpopular, or (3) whether they rather talked about 
other aspects of the issue independent from their opinion – such as the two examples 
above that were concerned with the role of the administration.  
 
Table 19: Position on Mistreatment by Discussion Group Category 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of relevant posts per group category 
 
 General  
N=84 
Politics 
N=175 
Bush/ 
Adminis- 
tration 
N=57 
Culture 
N=31 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain- 
ment 
N=35 
Military 
N=25 
Religion 
N=49 
Total 
N=456 
# of relevant 
posts arguing 
in favor of 
mistreatment 
7 
8.3%
123
 
 
13 
7.4% 
1 
1.8% 
3 
9.7% 
2 
5.7% 
1 
4.0% 
5 
10.2% 
32 
7.0% 
# of relevant 
posts arguing 
neither in 
favor nor in 
opposition of 
mistreatment 
52 
61.9% 
92 
52.6% 
34 
59.6% 
9 
29.0% 
24 
68.6% 
14 
56.0% 
 
24 
49.0% 
249 
54.6% 
# of relevant 
posts arguing 
in opposition 
to treatment 
25 
29.8% 
75 
42.9% 
22 
38.6% 
16 
51.6% 
8 
22.9% 
10 
40.0% 
23 
46.9% 
179 
39.3% 
Note: A Chi-Square Test reveals significant differences in proportions across newspaper categories (p < 
.001). 
 
                                                          
 
123 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per group category.  
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Surprisingly, it was with 10.2% the religious groups that showed the greatest 
percentage of posts arguing in favor of the mistreatment. The following exchange among 
three discussion group participants, posted to the discussion group alt.religion.asatru on 
December 5/6, 2005 is an example: 
Participant 1
124
 wrote: “The case against torture is both ethical and 
pragmatic.  
Hypothetical: You’ve got the man who knows where the A-bomb is hidden. What 
do you do? Is the price of depriving one guy of sleep worth the lives of millions? 
This is the argument often made, and better minds than mine have addressed it 
repeatedly. My response.  . .  
[. . . . .]. 
If such an event occurred, a person could very well decide to violate laws 
and suffer the consequences of that violation by torturing the prisoner.  
What in fact happens is that one gets false information that leads to actions 
against one’s true interests, one makes torture a routine utilized against innocents 
with no legal protections (tyranny), and one undermines one’s ethical and moral 
standing in any conflict, losing allies, gaining enemies. 
The laws against torture are important. When this ticking a-bomb guy 
becomes more real than the Iraqi spray bottle guy, someone will have to decide 
                                                          
 
124 In order to protect discussion group participants’ identity, the author of this dissertation decided not to state their 
real screen names that they used to post comments in online discussion forums.  
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whether obeying that law makes sense at the moment, in those circumstances. In 
the meantime, we stop kidnapping and torturing innocent people. We stop 
recruiting enemies.”  
Participant 2 responds: “A better way to put this is: Do you think it is 
worth your spending several years in prison for torture in order to *possibly* get 
some useful info? That’s the choice that should be available for investigating 
officers.”  
Participant 3 responds: “Me? You bet your ass. *Most* people would. 
Hell, most people would go in for torture just to get back stolen property (beating 
the crap out of someone who participated in, say, stealing your car). Somebody’s 
gonna nuke any of my cities, there’s no end to the methods I’d consider for use to 
squeeze the info out of him. The most effective means first, of course.” 
The exchange above shows several features worth noting. First of all, Participant 
1 brings up the hypothetical ticking-time-bomb-scenario to make a case against the use of 
torture. S/he uses a predominantly prudential argument, which however utilizes 
morality
125
, thereby pointing out that the use of torture (1) extracts only false information, 
(2) makes it a routine tool used widely without any caution or legal grounds
126
 and (3) 
undermines the country’s moral standing which would cause it to lose allies and gain 
enemies. Even though making an argument against the use of torture, Participant 1 does 
                                                          
 
125 S/he uses normative arguments (violation of law, torture of innocents, etc.) as a means to an ultimately prudential 
end (losing allies, gaining enemies, standing in the world).  
126 Although Participant 1’s argument is mostly prudential, the argument that torture would become used widely 
without any legal protection is categorized a moral/legal one.  
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not openly consider the use of torture being categorically wrong
127
. At the same time s/he 
states that in the event of a ticking-time bomb, a person might very well decide to violate 
a law and torture a prisoner – according to the exchange above, it could even “make 
sense at that moment, in those circumstances”. At this point, the exchange gets a two-
folded moral-utilitarian twist. Now two choices have to be made: (1) is it worth to torture 
one person to save millions? And (2) should an investigator go to prison after using 
torture to extract information that saves millions? Participant 3 clearly answers yes to 
both questions, expressing that s/he would use torture in the given scenario.  
Given however that more than half of the examined posts argued neither in favor 
nor in opposition of the treatment, one needs to ask the following two questions: 
(1) In comparison to the opinion pages, why did a greater number of discussion 
posts argue neither in favor nor in opposition of the violent treatment? 
(2) What was discussed instead? 
In regards to the first question, one can only speculate. Of course, one could 
assume that these discussion participants simply were neutral on the topic. However, this 
seems doubtful, given that they voluntarily took the time to contribute to an online 
discussion on a highly controversial topic. Wouldn’t one assume that their interest in the 
subject of the online discussion is an indicator that they have something to say or have an 
opinion regarding the issue? So why did they not openly state their opinion? There exist 
several possible answers to this questions. Maybe they simply focused on other aspects of 
                                                          
 
127 Although one can argue that s/he assumes it.  
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the discussion, and as we can see in table 21, many of them did. However, this still 
doesn’t explain why they focused on aspects related to the torture debate without stating 
their own opinion.  One possible explanation here is the somewhat confrontational nature 
of online discussions. When coding for different rhetorical tools such as the use of 
sarcasm or flaming, it became apparent that the phenomenon of flaming – here defined as 
a hostile or even insulting exchange in between users of opposing opinion – is quite 
popular in online discussion. As table 20 shows, flaming occurred in 18.6% of all threads.  
As the following example posted on January 9
th
, 2005 in the discussion group 
rec.music.artists.springsteen – a discussion group, which, based on its name was 
categorized as lifestyle/entertainment group – shows, some of these verbal interactions 
indeed are quite hostile, which could be a reason why a number of discussion participants 
abstained from sharing their opinion. 
“It is too bad your name isn’t on this list 
http://www.september11victims.com/  september11victims/victims_list.htm. Then 
perhaps you wouldn’t be such a leftwing asshole feeling sorry for the terrorists.”  
By referring to a list of September 11 victims, the poster is essentially wishing his 
or her antagonist dead. In addition, one notices the hostile references to the supporters of 
the “left wing”, something quite common among right-wing posters, who frequently 
tended to accuse left-wing posters of sympathizing with America’s enemies. Here is 
another example posted  by Participant 4 on June 24
th
, 2006 to the discussion group 
alt.society.liberalism, a group that was categorized as political one: 
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“Torture is cutting our soldier’s penis’s off and stuffing them into their 
mouths. Torture is cutting their ears and noses off. Torture is gouging out their 
eyes. Torture is cutting out their hearts after beheading them. That is what 
happened to Menchaca and Tucker while in the care of YOUR terrorist friends, 
you God-damned leftist bastard. 
Torture is NOT making some terrorist bastard wear a pair of panties on his 
head. Torture is NOT making you pose naked with an American woman pointing 
and laughing at your tiny dick. Torture is NOT having a guard dog – on a leash – 
bark at you, or making YOU wear a leash held by a woman. Torture is NOT 
making you stand, with a bag over your head, on a box holding “pretend” 
electrodes that were only disconnected wires.  
You’re a fucking piece of shot, Owens. Someday, somewhere, somebody 
is going to remember what you are and confront you, and when I read about it, I 
am going to (1) laugh (2) clap, and (3) pop a beer and toast the guy who did it. 
And if I feel in the mood, I’ll maybe send you a card in the hospital – A “I hope 
you are in horrible pain” card.  
Get fucked, traitor.” 
The angry rant above includes several features worth noting. First of all, it is 
another example of flaming. Similar to the first example, the poster is wishing his 
opponent to get hurt. Again, we see a reference to liberals opposing the use of violent 
treatment. In addition, we also see a detailed description of what – in the eyes of the 
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poster – constitutes torture. The post ends with the accusation of the opponent being a 
traitor.  
 
 
Table 20: Use of Flaming and Sarcasm as Rhetorical Tool 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of discussion group threads per category that made relevant 
posts
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 General  
N=19 
Politics 
N=51 
Bush/ 
Admin.  
N=11 
Culture 
N=11 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain. 
N=9 
Military 
N=6 
Religion 
N=10 
Total 
N=117 
Flaming occurs 
in thread 
a 
9 
47.4%
129
 
14 
27.5% 
5 
45.5% 
4 
36.4% 
5 
55.6% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
20.0% 
39 
33.3% 
Use of sarcasm 
to defend use 
of violent 
treatment 
b
  
4 
21.0% 
5 
9.8% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
18.2% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
13 
11.1% 
Use of sarcasm 
to oppose the 
use of violent 
treatment 
c 
4 
21.1% 
4 
7.8% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
3 
33.3% 
1 
16.7% 
1 
10.0% 
14 
12.0% 
General use of 
sarcasm as 
rhetorical tool 
d 
6 
31.6% 
10 
19.6% 
5 
45.5% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
11.1% 
1 
16.7% 
1 
10.0% 
24 
20.5% 
Reference to 
Liberals to 
defend 
treatment 
e 
7 
36.8% 
9 
17.6% 
3 
27.3% 
1 
10.0% 
3 
33.3% 
1 
16.7% 
1 
10.0% 
25 
21.4% 
Reference to 
Conservatives 
to oppose 
treatment 
f 
5 
26.3% 
7 
13.7% 
3 
27.3% 
1 
10.0% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
16.7% 
2 
20.0% 
19 
16.2% 
You are a 
traitor as 
criticism of 
critic 
g 
2 
10.5% 
4 
7.8% 
4 
36.4% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
10.0% 
11 
9.4% 
a 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001).  
b
 An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .05).  
c 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
                                                          
 
128 Only those discussion group threads that included relevant posts were included in this part of the quantitative 
analysis. Those threads that only contained irrelevant posts were excluded since one did not expect to find the variables 
coded for in those pieces.  
129 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per group category. 
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d 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
e 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
f
 An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
g 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .005).
 
 
 
As table 20 shows, harsh references to liberals were found in 21.4% of threads 
that contained relevant posts. In 9.4% of these threads, those criticizing the use of violent 
treatment – who were typically on the left of the political spectrum – were accused of 
treason as we see it in the last example.  
The scolding however was not limited to just democrats. In 16.2% of those 
threads that contained relevant posts, there were also harsh references to conservatives, 
most of these in order to criticize the use of violent treatment. The post below, which is 
Participant 5’s response to Participant 4’s angry rant above, is characteristic.  
“It’s all torture. The severity of it is IRRELEVANT when it comes to what 
it is: torture. Torture is torture, whether it is depriving prisoners of sleep or 
burning their testicles off. All torture is wrong.  
America doesn’t torture. Indeed, America spent a century building a 
reputation of not torturing. Subsequently destroyed by Abu Ghraib and the pro-
torture right-wingers.” 
 Of course not all interactions of those with opposing points of view were as harsh 
and hostile as the ones illustrated above. Another prominent, but perhaps less insulting 
rhetorical tool was the use of sarcasm. As table 20 illustrates, in 21.4% of threads making 
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relevant contributions, conservatives used sarcastic references directed toward liberals to 
defend the use of violent treatment. In the following example, posted on October 17, 
2004 to the group alt.society.liberalism, Participant 6 responds to a comment stating that 
detainees were deprived of supplies and suspected to loud music and flashing lights by 
saying:  
“Aaarrrrghh!! They’re being forced to listen to Limp Bizkit?!? Now 
THAT is cruel and unusual torture. Their so-called music SUCKS!!!!! Geez, 
what’s next, making those poor souls watch Bill Maher and Michael Mooron?” 
Contrary, in 16.2% of threads, democrats made a sarcastic reference to 
conservatives in order to oppose the use of violent treatment. The following interaction in 
between Participant 7 and Participant 8, posted on July 22, 2005 to the group 
alt.politics.usa is an example. To start a new discussion thread, Participant 7 referenced a 
news article that stated that 52 detainees went on a hunger strike to protest against their 
continued detention. In doing so, he commented on the article he referenced, with the 
following: 
Participant 7 wrote: “Good! Let them suffer a slow, painful death at their 
own hands. Justice will be served, and our nation’s collective conscience will be 
clean” 
Participant 8 responds: “Mmmm, feel the warmth of that Christian love. 
Mmmmm. Can you feel it too? Mmmm. Warm Christian love.” 
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In this example, Participant 8 used a sarcastic reference to the (non)existence of 
Christian love to express his criticism of Participant 7’s opinion that these detainees 
should suffer a slow, painful death for which then no one except they themselves should 
be held responsible. 
 
The Content of the Discussion 
While 40% of the pieces on the opinion pages took for granted that the use of 
violent treatment is wrong, only 8.5% of those online discussion group threads containing 
relevant posts used the same argumentative point (see table 21). Given that in general, 
online discussion group participants were less likely to share and discuss their opinion on 
torture, and rather remained neutral on the topic, it is not surprising that this argument 
was used significantly less often.  The frequent use of sarcasm and these outright hostile 
and insulting contributions from single discussion participants might explain why – 
compared to the newspaper opinion pages – a greater number of discussion posts argued 
neither in favor nor in opposition of torture. However, one needs to ask the question what 
was discussed instead.  
Similar to the opinion pieces on America’s opinion pages, 39.3% of all threads 
that included relevant contributions, contained posts discussing the role of the 
administration
130
.  
 
                                                          
 
130 On the opinion pages, it was 47% of pieces that made a sustained argument related to the administration.  
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Table 21: The Content of the Discussion by Discussion Group Category 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of discussion group threads per category that made relevant 
posts
131
 
 
 General  
N=19 
Politics 
N=51 
Bush/ 
Adminis- 
tration 
N=11 
Culture 
N=11 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain- 
ment 
N=9 
Military 
N=6 
Religion 
N=10 
Total 
N=117 
Argument 
about 
administration 
a 
5 
26.3%
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24 
47.0% 
4 
36.4% 
4 
36.4% 
5 
55.6% 
2 
33.3% 
2 
20.0% 
46 
39.3% 
Argument 
about 
Command 
Structure 
b
  
2 
10.5% 
4 
7.8% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
22.2% 
3 
33.3% 
0 
0.0.% 
13 
11.1% 
Argument 
about Critics 
of Treatment 
c 
4 
21.1% 
8 
15.7% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
9.1% 
3 
33.3% 
4 
66.6% 
2 
20.0% 
23 
19.7% 
Discussion of 
Evidence 
d 
3 
15.8% 
8 
15.7% 
4 
36.4% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
33.3% 
3 
30.0% 
20 
17.1 
Talks about 
Accountability 
e 
1 
5.3% 
8 
15.7% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
18.2% 
1 
11.1% 
2 
33.3% 
1 
10.0% 
16 
13.7% 
Takes for 
Granted that 
Treatment is 
Wrong 
f 
2 
10.5% 
4 
7.8% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
20.0% 
10 
8.5% 
a 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001) 
b 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly greater 
proportion in the group “military” vs. “politics”, and reveals that the overall group average is significantly 
greater than zero (p < .001). 
c 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
d 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
e 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
f 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .009). 
 
 
 
 
As one can see in table 21, the role of the administration was discussed heavily 
among all discussion group categories. In this context, it was also coded for two 
                                                          
 
131 Only those discussion group threads that included relevant posts were included in this part of the quantitative 
analysis. Those threads that only contained irrelevant posts were excluded since one did not expect to find the variables 
coded for in those pieces.  
132 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per group category. 
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argumentative points that did not come up on the opinion pages of the press. As outlined 
in table 22, in 20.5% of threads participants openly accused the Bush administration of 
lying and deceiving – a straightforwardness that was not seen on the opinion pages. The 
following post, posted on June 28, 2005 in the discussion group alt.impeach.bush is an 
example: “Bush & Cheney lied when they said no torture occurred.” 
On the other hand, just over 11.1% of threads (see table 22) contained posts that 
defended the actions of the Bush administration and the way they handled the abuse 
scandal, as the following example, posted on May 1, 2006 to the online group tx.politics, 
illustrates:  
“You think he is the first President to order warrantless searches for 
foreign intelligence purposes? You think Abu Ghraib is the first ever incident of 
prisoner abuse in a war? The difference these days is that those involved actually 
get prosecuted.”   
With 11.1% (see table 21) the discussion of the command structure seemed not as 
much a concern as it was in the press
133
. However, while on the opinion pages the 
discussion of the command structure typically looked at the Abu Ghraib incidents from 
an outside perspective, making the argument that what happened was an example of a 
high-level policy that went down the chain of command, the discussion taking place in 
online groups gave more of an inside perspective from the soldiers’ point of view -- 
probably, because some of the contributors actually served in the war of terror. A feature 
                                                          
 
133 16.7% of opinion pieces among all newspaper categories discussed the command structure.  
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special to the online discussion, which occurred in 7.7% of threads (see table 22), 
included comments specifically related to military rules and military code of conduct. 
The following example was posted on August 30, 2004 to the discussion group 
re.music.gdead. 
“Ever served in the military? I only ask because everything you’ve written 
is from the perspective of someone who at no time in their life would have ever 
been a POW. . .  
There are backlashes to these methods . . . and I am sorry, but we do not 
have a fleet of soldiers/psychologists over there. . .  the practices turned to sport. . 
.  how is that right?  
The military culture is to follow orders and do the right thing even if 
nobody’s there to see that you have done the right thing. . . soldiers are taught to 
pride themselves in doing the right thing throughout their service.  
By complicating it with these new regulations regarding how prisoners can 
be treated w/out a clear policy being distributed or proper training taking place, 
the result is a shoddy, poorly run, and undisciplined unit . . . as was the case in 
Abu Ghraib.  
The military and what they do extends past the ‘rambo’ fantasies of the 
public. . . most soldiers are more professional than the average joe on the street, 
but that does not mean that they have degrees in psychology or an in depth 
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knowledge of what’s wrong/right once the higher ups start condoning acts such as 
those that were employed in Iraq.”  
In the example above, the poster points out that his
134
 opponent’s comments 
sound like they were made by someone who never served in the military – which leads us 
to believe that the poster himself indeed did serve. He then goes on to talk about a 
soldier’s pride on the one hand, and the obligation to follow orders on the other hand. 
Basically, he implies that these soldiers were trying to follow orders, but since 
regulations had changed and/or were not explained clearly enough, a poorly trained unit 
misinterpreted new regulations thereby causing the abuses. So on the one hand, he 
blames the command structure and leadership, but on the other hand points out that a 
good soldier should know the right thing to do, even when no one is watching.  
With 19.7% of threads (see table 21) that made relevant contributions, the number 
of arguments about the critics of the treatment is relatively high
135
. A possible 
explanation could be that there was less of an opposition to the use of violent treatment 
than there was on the opinion pages. Since there was less of an “overall opposition”, we 
see more criticism of those who oppose the use of violent treatment. The following are 
two examples. In the first example, posted on December 14/15, 2004 to the group 
alt.current-events.clinton.whitewater, Participant 10 quotes Seymour Hersh and his book 
“chain of Command: The Road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib, thereby provoking a critical 
response form Participant 11. 
                                                          
 
134 The participant’s screen name lets the author of this dissertation conclude that the poster is male.  
135 On the newspaper opinion pages, 13.8% of the pieces made a sustained argument related to the critics of the violent 
treatment.  
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Participant 10 writes: “Seymour Hersh says Bush knew, and refused to do 
anything to stop it. See Chain of Command: The Road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib 
by Seymour Hersh.” 
Participant 11 responds: Seymour Hersh ALWAYS tries to connect war 
crimes with the top leadership of the DoD. But there’s something a little funny 
about Hersh. 
For some reason he took a hike when Johnson was in Office. He took 
another hike when Carter was in office. He took another one when Clinton was in 
office.  
Corruption in the military just is not very interesting to Seymour Hersh 
when a Democrat is in office. Of course, Seymour started out life as Press 
Secretary for Muskie’s campaign.  
Being a died-in-the-wool Democrat does not have anything to do with 
how he presents his investigations. He’s far too moral and ethical for that to 
interfere with his “objectivism”.  
Still, it’s just a little funny.”  
In this example, Participant 10 cites Seymour Hersh criticizing the president 
George W. Bush. In his response, Participant 11 criticizes the critic (Hersh) by attacking 
his credibility. In the next example, posted on March 6, 2005 to the group alt.military, a 
different participant posts a news article which quotes ACLU executive director Anthony 
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Romero saying that new files were released by the Army that show widespread abuses in 
Iraq. Participant 12 responds to the post referencing the news article with the following: 
“Why exactly is the ==AMERICAN== Civil Liberties Union supposedly 
doing protecting Iraqi civil liberties?? Could it be any more obvious the ACLU is 
just an attack dog of the left?” 
In this example, Participant 12 is indirectly criticizing the ACLU for talking about 
the abuses being widespread. In turn, Participant 12 criticizes the ACLU for getting 
involved in something that seems to be “outside their core business”. Finally, by calling 
the ACLU an attack dog of the political left, Participant 12 is also indirectly criticizing 
the Democrats for their criticism of the Abu Ghraib abuses.  
Unsurprisingly, the number of threads discussing evidence (17.1% of all threads 
making relevant contributions) of what happened was higher than on the opinion pages as 
well. Again, since we find less opposition to the use of violent treatment, one would 
expect more of a discussion of possible evidence of what had happened. The following 
interaction took place on June 28, 2005 in the group alt.fan.howard-stern. 
Participant 13 quotes a Washington Times article saying that “two 
democratic senators just [came] back from reviewing U.S. detention facilities and 
interrogations at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, [and] said they saw no signs of abuse.”   
Participant 14 responds by quoting another news article saying that 
“United Nations human rights experts yesterday said they had reliable accounts of 
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inmates being tortured at Guantanamo Bay and accused the United States of 
hindering their attempts to visit detainees at the US naval base in Cuba.” 
Participant 15 responds: “So the Democrats are liars? You know that the 
UN has neither the right nor jurisdiction to enter a US military facility, do not 
you?”  
Participant 13 now goes on to cite another Washington Post article, which 
says that “senators from both sides of the aisle competed on Monday to extol the 
humane treatment of detainees whom they said they saw on a weekend trip to the 
military detention center at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba”.  
Participant 16 responds by challenging the details of the previous news 
article: “if they were in such bipartisan agreement on Spa Gitmo, why do you 
think then that even the conservative Washington Times reported that the group 
held two separate press conferences. Is it possible that things aren’t as “Pookie” as 
Pookie
136
 says? How could it all be true AND an independent investigation still 
need to happen? The delegation did not have unrestricted access to all parts of the 
facility to begin with. No joke.”   
Participant 17 responds: “OK. You now have several sources of 
apparently unverified and unverifiable claims about the conditions there. Which 
one do you choose to believe? Why?” 
                                                          
 
136 This “word play” is a reference to Participant 13’s real screen name.  
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 This exchange is interesting for two reasons: (1) We see how discussion 
participants use references to outside sources (e.g. newspapers in this case) to back up 
their points. (2) We see how different participants variously challenge the claims made in 
these pieces by questioning their credibility as evidence. 
 
Arguments Not Found on the Opinion Pages 
There were several argumentative points present in online discussion that were 
not found on the opinion pages. As already pointed out earlier, 20.5% of those threads 
making relevant contributions openly accused the Bush administration of lying and 
deceiving the public, while on the other hand 11.1% of threads included posts defending 
President Bush and his administration as well as their actions.   
It was however not only the actions of the Bush administration that found some 
defense. 19.7% of those threads making relevant contributions included posts arguing 
that what happened at Abu Ghraib was not that bad, and perhaps could not even be 
considered torture. 
 
 
 
 
 
145 
 
 
Table 22: Argumentative Points Not Found on Opinion Pages 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of discussion group threads per category that made relevant 
posts
137
 
 
 General  
N=19 
Politics 
N=51 
Bush/ 
Admin. 
N=11 
Culture 
N=11 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertainm. 
N=9 
Military 
N=6 
Religion 
N=10 
Total 
N=117 
Accuses Bush 
Admin. of 
Lying/ 
Deceiving 
a 
3 
15.8%
138
 
11 
21.6% 
5 
45.5% 
3 
27.3% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
10.0% 
24 
20.5% 
Defends Bush 
Admin.
b 
1 
5.3% 
6 
11.8% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
1 
16.7% 
1 
10.0% 
13 
11.1% 
Abu Ghraib 
wasn’t that 
bad/wasn’t 
torture 
c
 
5 
26.3% 
8 
15.7% 
4 
36.4% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
22.2% 
1 
16.7% 
2 
20.0% 
23 
19.7% 
Prisoners are 
Terrorists 
d 
4 
21.1% 
9 
17.6% 
3 
27.3% 
1 
9.1% 
3 
33.3% 
1 
16.7% 
4 
40.0% 
25 
21.4% 
Prisoners are 
not proven 
guilty/they 
are innocent 
e 
6 
31.6% 
10 
19.6% 
2 
18.2% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
22.2% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
20.0% 
23 
19.7% 
Criticism of 
American 
People 
f 
2 
10.5% 
11 
21.6% 
5 
45.5% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
10.0% 
21 
18.0% 
Talks about 
Respect for 
Other 
Cultures 
g 
1 
5.3% 
4 
7.8% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
22.2% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
8 
6.8% 
Reference to 
Military 
Rules/Code 
of Conduct 
h 
1 
5.3% 
2 
3.9% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
2 
33.3% 
2 
20.0% 
9 
7.7% 
a 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
b
 An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .004). 
c 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
d 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
e 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
f 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .001). 
g 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .02). 
h 
An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
137 Only those discussion group threads that included relevant posts were included in this part of the quantitative 
analysis. Those threads that only contained irrelevant posts were excluded since one did not expect to find the variables 
coded for in those pieces.  
138 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per group category. 
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On the opinion pages, we found in 9.1% of pieces a discussion of definitional 
issues, asking what constitutes torture, but one did not see such a prominent dismissal of 
the Abu Ghraib abuses constituting a serious issue. The following are two examples, with 
the first one being posted on March 16, 2005 in the group alt.guitar.amps: 
“The lefty cowards, desperate to gain some form of political power would 
have you believe dressing a bunch of murdering Iraqi thugs in the Victoria’s 
Secret Spring Collection is the same as beheading an innocent aid worker with a 
saw. The implicit hypocrisy is why they will never win another major election, 
and thank God for that.” 
 In this example, the poster compares some of the Abu Ghraib abuses to other 
cruelties done by terrorists, and ultimately dismisses these as comparatively harmless. 
Furthermore, it is again the political left that gets the blame – for supposedly making the 
public believe that the abuses conducted by Americans were as bad as actions done by 
the other side. At the same time, the poster complains about hypocrisy.   
 Here is another example, posted by on January 19, 2005 to the group alt.politics: 
“I’m sure I’ll be called a nazi for this, but when I look at these pictures of 
prisoner abuse, I am still waiting for a shocker. The very worst of these is the guy 
standing on the Iraqi. Still I got treated worse by the big kids in the neighborhood 
where I grew up.  
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The one picture where the guys pulling back for a punch I figure he’s 
kicking this guy’s ass right? That’s a beating and that’s uncalled for shit. BUT 
THEN I read the caption and it says “Cooley simulating a punch” 
SIMULATING? 
Then I see the liquid on the floor isn’t blood from the guy’s head nor is it 
urine from their degrading him. IT’S BOTTLED WATER! 
Oh for crying out loud. No wonder Al-Quaeda thinks they can scare us 
away. These guys are blowing themselves up in the name of Allah and we think 
we are going to scare them by horsing around and pouring water on them? 
There’s certainly no torture going on here. As the Heather MacDonald 
report says, this appears to be attempts to convince the Iraqi prisoners that their 
captors MIGHT JUST be crazy enough to break the Geneva Convention rules and 
actually hurt them.” 
While these two examples show how some discussion participants rejected the 
Abu Ghraib abuses as examples of torture, 21.4% of threads also included posts arguing 
that the Abu Ghraib prisoners were terrorists, thereby either implying, or simply stating 
that therefore they deserved the harsh treatment. Following we see an example, posted on 
June 28, 2005 to the group alt.psst.hoy: 
“I’ll gladly kidnap, torture and kill SUSPECTED terrorists if that will 
mean your wife and daughter will not be harmed or killed in an act of terrorism. 
ANYTHING WRONG WITH THAT, MoFo?” 
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So while some discussion group participants state that these prisoners are 
terrorists, and therefore can/should be tortured, conversely, 19.7% of threads argued that 
the prisoners in Abu Ghraib were innocent, or at least not proven guilty, yet. The 
following is an example posted on January 7, 2005 to the group alt.politics.bush:  
“It’s important to remember a couple facts: 
1. We’ve killed 13 of them with torture.  
2. We can’t show any of them are terrorists, we can’t even get one 
conviction.  
3. I won’t go into the whole islam vs. women’s panties on the head thing, 
because I do not get it, yet.”  
 Interestingly, 18.0% of threads also contained posts criticizing the American 
people, another feature that was rarely – if at all — seen on the opinion pages. Reasons 
were diverse. In the first example, posted on March 25, 2005 to the group 
alt.politics.bush, the poster criticizes the American people for not protesting against the 
crimes that were committed: 
“Of course it went a lot further than walking around nude, making them 
form naked piles, perform anal and oral sex, masturbate publicly, covering them 
in feces, sticking broom handles and chemical lights up their anuses, rape. . .  
This is what Republicans support as legitimate warfare against a weak 
nation that did not attack the USA. It speaks volumes about the decadence of the 
American people that there is almost no protest.  
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America is a nation largely of sadists, perverts and sheep.” 
Similarly, in the following example, posted on February 1, 2005 to the group 
alt.california, the poster criticizes the American people as being ignorant: 
“Americans can no longer plead ignorance. Crimes are being committed in 
the name of every citizen, and while the president famously said ‘You’re with us 
or you’re with the terrorists’, there is, in fact, another equally black and white 
choice.  
You’re with George or you are devoted to doing whatever is necessary to 
rid the White House and the Republican party of the cancer that has infected 
them.”  
While these are examples of posts criticizing the American people, at the same time, 
6.8% of threads talked about respect for other cultures like the following post, posted on 
August 30, 2004 in the group rec.music.gdead:  
“Insurgents in Iraq aren’t terrorists. . . and if we choose to not play by the 
rules, then the situation over there will erode just like it did in South Vietnam.  
How soon we forget what treating another culture like dogshit brings. . .”  
  
Frame or Counterframe? 
 While one could see clear counter-framing of the administration’s frame of the 
Abu Ghraib events on the American opinion pages, online discussion group participants 
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did not discuss much whether these events were single incidents, or an example of a 
higher level policy.  
 
Table 23: Scope of the Mistreatment by Discussion Group Category 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of discussion group threads per category that made 
relevant posts
139
 
 
 General  
N=19 
Politics 
N=51 
Bush/ 
Admin. 
N=11 
Culture 
N=11 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain. 
N=9 
Military 
N=6 
Religion 
N=10 
Total 
N=117 
Abu Ghraib 
is an isolated 
case/done by 
a few bad 
apples 
a 
1 
5.3%
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4 
7.8% 
1 
7.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
11.1% 
2 
33.3% 
1 
10.0% 
10 
8.5% 
Abu Ghraib 
is example 
of 
systematic/ 
widespread 
abuse 
b 
3 
15.8% 
5 
9.8% 
1 
7.1% 
2 
18.2% 
2 
22.2% 
1 
16.7% 
0 
0.0% 
14 
12.0% 
Challenges 
international 
legality of 
treatment 
c 
3 
15.8% 
5 
9.8% 
2 
18.2% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
10.0% 
13 
11.1% 
Challenges 
domestic 
legality of 
treatment 
d 
3 
15.8% 
10 
19.6% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
9.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
16.7% 
3 
30.0% 
19 
16.2% 
a 
An analysis of variance showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .001). 
b 
An analysis of variance showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .001). 
c 
An analysis of variance showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .004). 
d 
An analysis of variance showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p = .001). 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
139 Only those discussion group threads that included relevant posts were included in this part of the quantitative 
analysis. Those threads that only contained irrelevant posts were excluded since one did not expect to find the variables 
coded for in those pieces.  
140 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per group category. 
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As displayed in table 23 above, only in 12% of those threads that made relevant 
contributions to the discussion was the argument found that the Abu Ghraib revelations 
were examples of a widespread policy of torture and abuse. Conversely, 8.5% of threads 
contained posts arguing that Abu Ghraib was just an isolated incident for which a few 
bad apples account responsible.  
While 21.9% of the opinion pieces challenged the international legality of the 
violent treatment and actively counter-framed the Bush administration’s frame of these 
incidences not being in violation of international law, only in 11.1% of threads making a 
relevant contribution, posts arguing challenging the international legality were found. In 
other words, only 11.1% of threads contained a post that argued that the Abu Ghraib 
incidents violated international law. 
Interestingly however, 16.2% of threads contained arguments that challenged the 
domestic legality of the Abu Ghraib abuses. The following is an example, posted on 
August 28, 2004 to the discussion group alt.fan.michael-moore, which challenges the 
domestic as well as the international legality of the violent treatment, and which 
comments on the Bush administration’s attempt to categorize members of the Taliban and 
Al-Quaeda as unlawful combatants who are not protected under the rules of war: 
“Still, the dots are there, making it clear that the road to Abu Ghraib began 
well before the invasion of Iraq, when the administration created the category of 
“unlawful combatants” for suspected Al Quaeda and Taliban members captured in 
Afghanistan and imprisoned in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Interrogators wanted to 
force these prisoners to talk in ways that are barred by U.S. law and the Geneva 
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conventions, and on August 1, 2002, Justice Department lawyers produced the 
infamous treatise on how to construct torture as being legal.” 
While some counter-framing took place (treatment is systematic/widespread, 
against national and international law), almost no one defended the Bush administration’s 
frame. Even though in 8.5% of threads posts were found that argued that the Abu Ghraib 
incidents were isolated incidents done by a few bad apples, only one single thread (0.9%) 
contained a post defending the international legality of the treatment, while only two 
pieces (1.7%) included posts defending the domestic legality of the treatment.  
While these numbers do not support the argument of the online discussion 
framing the events in favor of the Bush administration’s frame, they also do not speak for 
any substantial and explicit counter-framing similar to what we saw on the newspaper 
opinion pages. Similar to their opinion on the use of violent treatment in general (see 
table 19), discussion group participants were less likely to openly express their opinion 
regarding the scope and legality of the Abu Ghraib events. Even though however they did 
not express their opinion explicitly, one should not overlook that 18% of the threads 
contain posts that blame the American people, which could be interpreted as an implicit 
criticism of the Abu Ghraib events. In other words, if the American people gets blamed 
for having elected the Bush administration, or for not actively enough protesting against 
the Abu Ghraib events, this could be understood as the poster’s criticism of the Abu 
Ghraib abuses even though this criticism is not explicitly expressed.   
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Moral vs. Prudential Argumentation 
In order to assess the types of arguments used in the online discussion of Abu 
Ghraib, the type of argument was coded for on the level of single posts, rather than entire 
threads. Since various participants contributed to an entire thread making individual 
arguments in individual posts, it would have been impossible to code for this variable on 
the level of entire threads. Therefore, the results of the quantitative analysis displayed in 
table 24 are based on the number of relevant individual posts per discussion group 
category. 
 
Table 24: Types of Arguments Used in the Online Discussion 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of relevant posts per group category 
 
 General  
N=84 
Politics 
N=175 
Bush/ 
Admin. 
N=57 
Culture 
N=31 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain. 
N=35 
Military 
N=25 
Religion 
N=49 
Total 
N=456 
# of relevant 
posts overall 
using moral 
argumentation 
a 
8 
9.5% 
20 
11.4% 
3 
5.3% 
 2 
6.5% 
1 
2.9% 
2 
8.0% 
4 
8.2% 
40 
8.8% 
# of relevant 
posts overall 
using prudential 
argumentation 
b 
13 
15.5% 
23 
13.1% 
4 
7.0% 
5 
16.1% 
4 
11.4% 
4 
16.0% 
5 
10.2% 
58 
12.7% 
# of relevant 
posts using 
mixed 
argumentation 
c 
6 
7.1% 
10 
5.7% 
4 
7.0% 
2 
6.5% 
4 
11.4% 
2 
8.0% 
5 
10.2% 
33 
7.2% 
# of relevant 
posts using 
unclear 
argumentation 
d 
13 
15.5% 
38 
21.7% 
9 
15.8% 
7 
22.6% 
7 
20.0% 
2 
8.0% 
7 
14.3% 
83 
18.2% 
# of relevant 
posts that could 
not be 
categorized as 
any of the above 
e 
44 
52.4% 
84 
48.0% 
37 
65.0% 
15 
48.4% 
19 
54.3% 
15 
60.0% 
28 
57.1% 
242 
53.1% 
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a
 An ANOVA showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
b 
An ANOVA showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
c
 An ANOVA showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
d 
An ANOVA showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
e 
An ANOVA showed that the overall group average is significantly greater than zero (p < .001). 
 
 
 
 
While on the newspaper opinion pages, we already saw that the argument type 
used in 44.5% of pieces could not be categorized according to the coding scheme, coding 
for the types of arguments used in online discussion was even more difficult. An 
overwhelming number of 53.1% of relevant posts could not be clearly categorized as 
either moral/legal, prudential or mixed in nature. Although on first sight, this finding 
seems to be similar to the opinion pages, the nature of online discussion posts was 
completely different than what we saw on the opinion pieces. Even though on the opinion 
pages, 43.5% of pieces made no argument related to torture that could be clearly 
categorized according to the coding scheme, at the same time 40% of pieces took for 
granted that torture is wrong, and then devoted their attention to the discussion of other 
aspects such as for example the role of the administration, the chain of command and 
accountability. What we see in online discussion groups is different. Here, only 8.5% of 
discussion threads included posts that took for granted that the treatment is wrong. At the 
same time however, 53.1% of posts included arguments that could not be categorized 
according to the coding scheme. These posts did not devote their attention to other 
aspects of the issue at hand. Instead they often consisted of only one short comment that 
contained no argument at all, or it was a flaming shout, which again included no clear 
line of argument. A possible explanation here is the nature of online discussion. 
Compared to carefully drafted and edited newspaper opinion pieces, online posts tend to 
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be shorter, and perhaps also less carefully drafted. In other words, many of these look like 
spontaneous spur of the moment outbursts, which makes it very difficult to categorize the 
nature of their argumentation. The following are a few examples: 
(1) “Bush is a war criminal and anyone who supports Bush is complicit in those war 
crimes.” 
(2) “As these hearings continue, so far it IS only a few soldiers that did these things. 
But it gave the self-hating American liberals great ammunition and opportunity to 
bash the military and their country.”  
(3) “The UN and the Red Cross should be allowed to visit Gitmo and Abu Ghraib 
whenever they like. Unannounced. What are Rumsfeld, Cheney and Bush 
HIDING?” 
(4) “No American should give a shit what we do to any terrorists, as long as they 
never see the light of day again.” 
Although all four of these posts express somewhat indirectly an opinion on the 
use of violent treatment, none of these can be clearly categorized as either moral/legal or 
prudential in nature. The problem here is that statements often include more implied than 
explicit content. In other words, they express opinion without clearly saying so. Here we 
need to take into account the difference in between thick and thin ethical concepts (see 
Abend, 2011). While thin concepts make a statement whether something is right or 
wrong, permissible or impermissible, they do not provide any further information about 
these actions other than them being wrong or impermissible. Thick concepts however 
evaluate an object or action while at the same time they describe it or discuss its nature. 
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When using thick description, moral arguments are built into words. Looking at the first 
example, we see that it makes an argument about President Bush, and accuses him of 
being a war criminal. According to the logic of the poster, any Bush-supporter 
automatically supports war crimes, too. The word choice “war criminal” in itself is a 
strong moral statement. However, even though thick description can be found empirically 
in qualitative analysis, it is very difficult to code it reliably quantitatively. For example in 
the statement above, the problem is that  even though the post is talking about Bush 
committing criminal actions, the reader does not know whether the poster is referring 
explicitly to the use of violent treatment against prisoners of war. In other words, while it 
is a moral claim to accuses former president Bush of being a war criminal, the reader 
does not know what exactly this claim is connected to.   
The second example talks about the administration’s frame and to what extend it 
seems to apply to the situation (isolated vs. widespread). Even though the poster seems to 
be against the use of violent treatment, s/he ultimately criticizes liberals for damaging the 
reputation of their country – interestingly however, she does not blame the use of 
torture/those torturing for damaging the image of the U.S. Therefore, it cannot be 
categorized as prudential argument.  
The poster of example #3 implies opposition to torture, and also implies that the 
Bush administration is hiding something. However, the argument that international 
organizations should have access to these prisons is explicitly neither moral/legal nor 
prudential in nature.  
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The writer of comment #4 does not seem concerned about the well-being of any 
inmates. S/he basically makes the argument that there is no need to care, which is neither 
explicitly prudential nor moral/legal in nature. Of course this post could be understood as 
an implicit statement that there is no moral obligation to care, but then again, this is not 
clearly said and therefore left to the reader’s interpretation.   
About 29% of relevant posts however could be categorized according to the 
coding scheme. While 12.7% of posts used exclusively prudential types of arguments, 
8.8% of posts used exclusively moral/legal arguments with another 7.2% of posts mixing 
these two types of argument. The following table 25 displays the most commonly found 
prudential arguments, while table 26 lists the most frequently used moral/legal 
arguments.  
 
 
Table 25: Top 5 Most Common Prudential Arguments in Online Discussion 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of discussion group threads per category that made 
relevant posts
141
 
 
 General 
N=19 
Politics 
N=51 
Bush/ 
Admin. 
N=11 
Culture 
N=11 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain. 
N=9 
Military 
N=6 
Religion 
N=10 
Total 
N=117 
Concerns 
regarding 
America’s 
moral 
authority 
1 
5.3% 
11 
21.6% 
2 
18.2% 
0 
0.0% 
5 
55.6% 
2 
33.3% 
4 
40.0% 
25 
21.4% 
They are 
terrorists 
4 
21.1% 
9 
17.7% 
3 
27.3% 
1 
9.1% 
3 
33.3% 
1 
16.7% 
4 
40.0% 
25 
21.4% 
                                                          
 
141 Only those discussion group threads that included relevant posts were included in this part of the quantitative 
analysis. Those threads that only contained irrelevant posts were excluded since one did not expect to find the variables 
coded for in those pieces.  
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Table 25: Top 5 Most Common Prudential Arguments in Online Discussion continued  
 
They are 
innocent/not 
proven guilty 
6 
31.6% 
10 
19.6% 
2 
18.2% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
22.2% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
20.0% 
23 
19.7% 
Demonization 
of enemy 
2 
10.5% 
2 
3.9% 
2 
18.2% 
2 
18.2% 
3 
33.3% 
2 
33.3% 
1 
10.0% 
14 
12.0% 
Who we are 
as opposed to 
who we 
appear to be 
3 
15.8% 
5 
9.8% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
2 
22.2% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
20.0% 
13 
11.1% 
 
  
The two most common prudential arguments concerned America’s moral 
authority and the damage the Abu Ghraib revelations might do to it, as well as the idea 
that the Abu Ghraib prisoners are terrorists. As already discussed above, 21.4% of threads 
included posts arguing that the prisoners were terrorists, thereby either implying, or 
simply stating that therefore they deserved the harsh treatment. 12% of threads included 
arguments demonizing the enemy, meaning posts such as the following one that accuse 
the enemy of horrific cruelties. 
“Torture is cutting our soldier’s penis’s off and stuffing them into their 
mouths. Torture is cutting their ears and noses off. Torture is gouging out their 
eyes. Torture is cutting out their hearts after beheading them. That is what 
happened to Menchaca and Tucker while in the care of YOUR terrorist friends, 
you God-damned leftist bastard. 
 By listing all the cruelties that were done to these two PFCs that were captured 
and executed with their bodies being mutilated by the Mujahedeen Shura Council, a 
group linked to Al-Quaeda, the poster characterizes the enemy as evil, brutal and 
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demonic. On a side note, he combines this argument with a reference to them being 
terrorists and one could also make the case that he is implicitly accusing the “god-damn 
leftist bastard” of being a hypocrite.  
Conversely, 19.7% of threads included posts arguing that these prisoners are 
innocent, or not proven guilty, yet. Even though both of them are popular prudential 
arguments in online discussion, neither one was found on the opinion pages of American 
newspapers.   
Arguments concerned with the image of America as a moral authority in the 
world were among the most popular as well (21.4% of threads). Here we see an example 
posted on June 24, 2006 to the discussion group alt.society.liberalism: 
“America doesn’t torture. Indeed, America spent a century building a 
reputation of not torturing (subsequently destroyed by Abu Ghraib and the pro-
torture right-wingers). Why does America not torture? Because we lose moral 
authority when we torture. We lose international respect when we torture; our 
enemies are less willing to surrender when we torture; our captured soldiers are 
more likely to be tortured in retaliation of we torture. Why do we not need 
torture? Because America is supposed to be the GOOD GUYS. But Bush ruined 
all that.” 
The poster first refers to America’s reputation of a country that does not torture, 
to then point out that the actions of the Bush administration destroyed precisely this 
reputation. Even though the poster talks about moral authority, his/her concern however 
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is prudential. S/he goes on to explain the reasons why America does not torture – because 
this would cause America to lose its image as moral authority – which ultimately is a 
prudential concern. Thereafter, s/he lists three more prudential arguments that speak 
against the use of torture – (1) loss of international respect, (2) damage to war 
efforts/fuels insurgency and (3) danger to American soldiers if captured – before s/he 
reminds us that America is supposed to be the good guys. Again, another reference to 
America’s (formerly undamaged) image in the world, although this final reference to 
America as the “good guys” is actually moral in nature.  
11.1% of threads included posts discussing “who we are as opposed to who we 
appear to be”. Basically, this is another argument related to the image of the U.S. as a 
moral authority. However, it refers less to the damage that the use of torture does to the 
country’s reputation, but more to the discrepancy in between America’s image as the 
good guys and the country’s actual actions. In the following example, posted on May 3, 
2006 to the group tx.politics, the poster hypothetically talks about what the U.S. will 
become if engaging in the practice of torture: 
“How many of those held in Guantanamo, Iraq and Afghanistan, are 
actually terrorists? None of us will ever know, will we? I can quite understand the 
desire and even the determination to eradicate terrorism and terrorists, but if we 
do not do it lawfully then we become what we’re fighting, and what’s the point to 
that?” 
 In this example, the poster acknowledges any hard feelings against terrorists, but 
reminds us that terrorism needs to be fought with lawful means, since one otherwise 
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becomes what one is fighting against. While this example speaks more hypothetically, the 
next example, posted on December 1, 2004 to the group alt.atheism talks about the 
actions of former U.S. presidents and how these contradict who the U.S. appears to be: 
“I have trouble with the idea that our leaders get to do whatever they want 
and get off free just because they are American leaders. War crimes have been a 
dine a dozen for decades from Vietnam and Nixon’s secret bombing of Cambodia 
to Bush’s Desert Storm purposeful and deliberate destruction of Iraq’s water 
systems, and the cowardly world lets US leaders get by again and again with it.”  
 In this post the discussion participant accuses former presidents Nixon and Bush 
of conducting war crimes, which they got away with, because they were the leaders of a 
country that is seen by the world as a moral authority. In his/her opinion, other countries 
should hold the U.S. accountable for these actions. While in the previous post, the poster 
criticizes the world for not holding the U.S. leadership accountable for their actions, the 
following example, posted on October 30, 2004 to the group alt.religion.christian.baptist, 
goes even further and criticizes the American people for not actively opposing these 
actions.  
“It has already been stated in the many articles I have posted, this so-
called presidential action, is the most heinous and tyrannical action of any U.S. 
president and the American people should be outraged and demanding criminal 
indictments against him and his henchmen.  
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To do nothing, or worse . . .  to try and defend Bush & Co’s criminal acts, 
which people like yourself is obviously doing, just proves to the world that the 
U.S., not Iraq, is the real terrorist nation and they (other countries, as well as the 
so-called terrorists), who are defending themselves from this U.S. terrorism, are 
legally justified in bombing the U.S. for their illegal acts.” 
 In this example, the poster argues that the American people should be outraged 
given the actions that were done in their name. Since this is not happening, and some 
even go so far to defend the Bush administration, the poster argues that other countries, 
including those that the U.S. is at war with, should hold the U.S. accountable.  
As discussed above, 16.2% of threads contained posts that challenged the 
domestic legality of violent treatment of prisoners. This constitutes the most popular 
argument in the group of moral/legal arguments.  
Another 16.2% of threads included posts that argued that the use of violent 
treatment is categorically wrong, meaning, there is no reason that could ever justify the 
use of torture. The following is an example again posted on June 24, 2006 to the 
discussion group alt.society.liberalism: 
“It’s all torture. The severity of it is IRRELEVANT when I comes to what 
it is: torture. Torture is torture, whether it’s depriving prisoners of sleep or 
burning their testicles off. All torture is wrong.” 
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 In this post, the writer  not only rules out any “definitional issues” as to how 
severe an action has to be in order to constitute torture, s/he also makes clear that all 
types of torture are simply wrong.  
 
Table 26: Top 5 Most Common Moral/Legal Arguments in Online Discussion 
 Discussion Group Category 
N = Number of discussion group threads per category that made relevant 
posts
142
 
 
 General 
N=19 
Politics 
N=51 
Bush/ 
Admin. 
N=11 
Culture 
N=11 
Lifestyle/ 
Entertain. 
N=9 
Military 
N=6 
Religion 
N=10 
Total 
N=117 
Challenges 
domestic 
legality of 
violent 
treatment 
3 
15.8% 
10 
19.6% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
9.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
16.7% 
3 
30.0% 
19 
16.2% 
Treatment is 
categorically 
wrong 
1 
5.3% 
10 
19.6% 
1 
9.1% 
3 
27.3% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
30.0% 
19 
16.2% 
Challenges 
International 
Legality of 
Violent 
Treatment 
3 
15.8% 
5 
9.8% 
2 
18.2% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
10.0% 
13 
11.1% 
Violation of 
Human Rights 
2 
10.5% 
5 
9.8% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
10.0% 
10 
8.6% 
Against 
Military 
Rules/Military 
Conduct 
1 
5.3% 
2 
3.9% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
9.1% 
1 
11.1% 
2 
33.3% 
2 
20.0% 
9 
7.7% 
 
  
While 16.2% of threads challenged the domestic legality of violent treatment, and 
11.1% challenged the international legality of it, only 8.6% of threads contained posts 
                                                          
 
142 Only those discussion group threads that included relevant posts were included in this part of the quantitative 
analysis. Those threads that only contained irrelevant posts were excluded since one did not expect to find the variables 
coded for in those pieces.  
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that discussed violent treatment as a violation of human rights. Interestingly, 7.7% of 
threads also discussed the violent treatment in the context of military rules and military 
code of conduct, which, as already discussed, is new to the online discussion, since it was 
not found on the newspaper opinion pages.  
   
Chapter Conclusion 
The results presented in this chapter attempted to answer the following research 
questions: 
(1) How do online discussion groups discuss the revelations of torture in Abu 
Ghraib? Do they tend to argue in favor or in opposition of torture? Do they 
frame it as the mistreatment done by a few bad apples or do they frame it as a 
systematic policy? 
(2) What tends to be the nature of the debate? Do the arguments used tend to 
represent a moral or a prudential point of view favoring/opposing the practice 
of torture? What are the rhetorical forms of the debate taking place in this part 
of the public sphere? 
(3) Can a privatization of morality or spiral of silence be observed in the debate 
about torture? Can moral argumentation be equally found in online discussion 
groups as opposed to newspaper opinion? 
In response to first research question, once can conclude that in opposition to the 
newspaper opinion pages, online discussion participants did not openly and explicitly 
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share their opinion regarding (1) the use of violent treatment and (2) the scope of the 
treatment and whether it constituted the failure of a few bad apples or whether it was an 
example of a widespread policy. This is not to say that they had no opinion whatsoever. It 
just was not the point of their posts.  
This study only coded for the presence and absence of argumentative points, but 
not for implied meanings. In other words, when we look at the numbers (with 54.6% the 
overwhelming majority of relevant posts argued neither in favor nor in opposition to the 
use of violent treatment. 39.3% of posts argued against the use of torture, while 7.0% of 
posts argued for the use of violent treatment (see table 19) then we do not see explicit 
opinions stated. This does not mean however that discussion participants did not imply 
there opinion. As explained earlier, blaming for example the American people can be 
understood as implied criticism of the violent treatment, even though the poster is not 
openly saying that s/he opposes the use of violent treatment.  Given the numbers (54.6%) 
it seems odd that such a large number of participants contributes to online discussions 
talking about the use of torture without having an opinion of their own. Therefore, one 
needs to assume that they purposely did not state their opinion explicitly. However, one 
can only speculate as to why –opposed to the newspaper opinion pieces – only a smaller 
number of discussion participants openly shared an opinion regarding the issue at stake. 
A possible explanation is the somewhat harsh tone that seems to be prevalent in online 
discussion.  
 Similar to their reluctance to openly express their opinion on the use of torture, 
and again different from the newspaper opinion pieces, only a minority of online 
166 
 
 
discussion group participants engaged in active and explicit counter-framing to the 
administration’s explanation of the events. Only 12% of threads contained posts arguing 
that the Abu Ghraib incidents were examples of a widespread policy, and only 11.1% 
contained arguments challenging the international legality of the use of violent treatment 
(see table 23). One needs to note though that there was also barely any support for the 
administration’s frame. Again, it seemed as if discussion participants were not too eager 
to openly share their opinion and rather resorted to implied meanings which left it up to 
the reader’s interpretation to figure out their true opinion. 
 As mentioned before, the explanation might be found in the nature of online 
discussion. In response to research question 2, one can conclude that the nature of online 
discussion seems to be quite harsh and sometimes outright hostile. Flaming and the use of 
sarcasm occurred in more than one third of threads (see table 20) and verbal attacks can 
generally be characterized as angry and insulting. Many posts contain harsh references to 
discussion opponents’ political views and/or party affiliations. This hostile environment 
could be an explanation for the many participants’ reluctance to share their opinion more 
openly – out of fear of verbal attack they rather abstained from stating their opinion too 
clearly.  An overwhelming number of 53.1% of relevant posts could not be clearly 
categorized as either moral/legal, prudential or mixed in nature (see table 24). Many posts 
were very short, contained no clear argumentation, or were mere shouts of anger and 
outrage. Only 12.7% of posts could be characterized as exclusively prudential, 8.8% as 
exclusively moral/legal and 7.2% as mixed in nature (see table 24). Similar to the 
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newspaper opinion pages, discussion participants preferred prudential arguments over the 
use of moral/legal arguments.   
In response to research question #3, these findings indeed support the idea of the 
privatization of morality. Similar to the opinion pieces in America’s newspapers, it looks 
like even though Abu Ghraib poses moral considerations as to the legitimacy and 
justification of torture, these were very often not discussed in explicitly moral terms.  As 
stated before, only 8.8% of posts could be categorized as clearly moral/legal in nature. Of 
course one needs to integrate these findings with the theoretical model presented in 
chapter 1 of this dissertation
143. As explained before, pundits’ tendency to avoid moral 
arguments, leads to the perceived public opinion that morality is not an appropriate factor 
in the discussion of torture. This results in a spiral of silence (silencing moral arguments), 
which gets picked up by individual citizens contributing to online discussion. 
Consequently, those contributing to online discussion avoid the use of moral arguments 
as well – an assumption which is supported by the quantitative data presented in this 
chapter.  
The overwhelming number of discussion threads that cited newspaper articles 
lends additional support to this hypothesis. 92.4% of threads (see table 17) referenced at 
least one article, with the majority of them being news articles and newspaper opinion 
                                                          
 
143 To summarize the theoretical framework that guides this dissertation, one needs to think of the privatization of 
morality as a social current, which leads to an absence of moral discourse on the societal level. The pundit writing for 
the newspaper cannot only be seen as a professional working for a news organization, but must also be seen as an 
individual member of society, who picks up on this tendency of privatized morality and consequently starts to avoid 
hard-hitting moral arguments. S/he either avoids them altogether or softens them in morally muted ways. This now 
leads to the perceived public opinion that morality is not an appropriate factor in the discussion of torture. This results 
in a spiral of silence (silencing moral arguments), which gets picked up by individual citizens contributing to online 
discussions or blogs, thereby consequently reinforcing the privatization of morality, and ultimately dissuading people 
from talking about torture in moral terms.    
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pieces. This shows that online discussion participants heavily rely on newspapers as 
source of information and probably also as a tool to help form an opinion. If pundits 
however do not frame a moral matter such as torture in moral terms, consequently 
individual citizens contributing to online discussion after they read the newspaper 
opinion pages do the same. The result is a spiral that silences moral argumentation. 
Consequently, and in agreement with Luckman’s thesis, morality is absent in public 
discourse.   
Lastly, one of the theoretical contributions of this dissertation is to answer the 
question whether in online discussion there was any broader discussion of the issue at 
hand that would be consistent with the idea of the greater approximation of Habermas’s 
ideal speech situation
144
 that could be found in the online public sphere. This study’s 
findings certainly support this idea. Given that eight new argumentative points were 
found in the online discussion that were missing from the newspaper opinion pages (see 
table 22), one can certainly argue that the discussion was broader than in the American 
newspapers. However, it is not only the variety of topics brought up in discussion, it is 
also the variety of voices that contribute to online discussion that lends support to the 
idea of the greater approximation of the ideal speech situation. According to the results of 
this study, online discussion seemed to allow voices to be heard that were not found on 
the opinion pages. For example the perspective of active and former members of the 
                                                          
 
144 According to Habermas, the public sphere should constitute an ideal speech situation, which shows the following 
three main characteristics: (1) the equal access of all participants who would like to participate independent of their 
official rank, political, social or monetary power; (2) the diversity of topics and opinions discussed, meaning that any 
issue can be raised for public debate; and (3) reciprocity, meaning the degree to which a conversation is a real 
discussion rather than just a monologue.  Only under those ideal circumstances, can collective will formation take place 
– based on reason rather than rank or power, which ultimately leaves the public decision-making process to the better 
argument.  
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American armed forces was something completely new to online discussion. While these 
were missing from the newspaper discussion, in online discussion they were present 
enough to even warrant a separate group category for military discussion groups 
exclusively
145
.  
  
                                                          
 
145 See Appendix B, table 43 for details on the distribution of threads among group categories.  
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CHAPTER 6: THE TORTURE DEBATE IN WEBLOGS 
 
 Starting in 2010, reports by the PEW Research Center (see PEW 2010) indicate 
that the popularity of weblogs, commonly known as blogs, seems to be decreasing. 
Especially teenagers and young adults have less interest in blogging, and shift their 
interest and online information sharing habits to social networking sites such as 
www.facebook.com and micro-blogging sites such as www.twitter.com. However, in the 
previous decade, blogs were so popular that in 2004, Merriam Webster declared the term 
“blog” to be the word of the year. In fact, in 2005, so right in the middle of the time 
period examined in this dissertation, the PEW Research Center reported that about 8% of 
internet users keep a blog, while about 39% of internet users read blogs (PEW 2006).  
 With 54%, more than half of bloggers are under the age of 30 years, while the 
gender distribution is equal. About sixty percent are white, 11% are African-American, 
19% are English-speaking Hispanic, and 10% identify as some other race.
146
 According 
to the same study, about 11% of bloggers made “government and politics” a regular topic 
of their blogs. 
Similar to online discussion groups, and different from newspaper opinion pages, 
blogs are much more open to participation. Similar to online discussion groups, 
practically anyone with access to a computer and the internet can maintain or read a blog.  
Along with greater openness to participation, blogs are also more open in terms of 
content. While “gatekeepers” watch over the opinion pages by deciding which piece gets 
                                                          
 
146 By contrast, 74% of internet users are white, 9% are African American, 11% are English-speaking Hispanic and 6% 
identify as some other race. For details, see Pew Internet & American Life Project (2006). Bloggers. 
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accepted for publication, anyone can start their own blog and no one watches what is said 
and how it is said.  
This chapter discusses the results of the analysis of the blog discussion. It starts 
out with a more general overview followed by an analysis of discussion participants’ 
opinion on the use of violent treatment. This is followed by an analysis of the tone of the 
discussion and the use of flaming and sarcasm as rhetorical tools, which leads to an 
analysis of the content of the discussion. This is followed by a summary of argumentative 
points that were absent from the opinion pages, but were found in online discussion. 
Thereafter, the discussion group participants’ framing/counter-framing of the issue at 
hand will be discussed, which is then followed by an analysis of the types of arguments 
being used in online discussion. The conclusion at the end of this chapter answers the 
research questions asked at the beginning of this dissertation.  
In short, this chapter tries to answer the following questions: How were the 
revelations of torture at Abu Ghraib discussed in blogs? Did bloggers tend to argue in 
favor or in opposition of torture? Did they frame the abuse as the mistreatment done by a 
few bad apples or did they frame it as a systematic policy? What was the focus of the 
discussion? What is new to the blog discussion that was not found on the opinion pages 
or in the online discussion groups? Did the arguments used tend to represent a moral or a 
prudential point of view favoring/opposing the practice of torture? Could a privatization 
of morality or spiral of silence be observed in the debate about torture? Could moral 
argumentation be equally found in blogs as opposed to opinion pieces and online 
discussion groups? 
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Overview: 
As described in chapter 3, this dissertation examined ten different blogs that could 
be categorized as one of the following: (1) Conservative, (2) Liberal, (3) focused on Iraq 
& War, (4) devoted to the discussion of foreign policy. This categorization is based on 
the categories that the website www.blogs.com used for its Top 10 blog lists, which were 
used as the basis for the sampling strategy used to sample blogs for this project.
147
 These 
ten blogs accounted for a total of 108 posts containing the search terms “Abu Ghraib” 
and “torture and/or abuse”. The unit of analysis for the discussion of the Abu Ghraib 
revelations in blogs was the individual blog post. The following table displays the 
distribution of posts among the ten blogs from which the posts were sampled.   
 
Table 27: The Sample of Blog Posts 
Name of Blog Blog Category # of Posts related to 
Abu Ghraib abuses 
Percentage of entire 
sample 
Little Green Footballs Top 10 Conservative 17 15.7% 
Michelle Malkin Top 10 Conservative 3 2.8% 
Redstate Top 10 Conservative 8 7.4% 
Sister Toldjah Top 10 Conservative 2 1.9% 
Bag News Notes Top 10 Liberal 7 6.5% 
Crooks and Liars Top 10 Liberal  7 6.5% 
Daily Kos Top 10 Liberal 44 40.7% 
Talking Points Memo Top 10 Liberal  4 3.7% 
A Soldier’s 
Perspective 
Top 10 Iraq & War 7 6.5% 
The Washington Note Top 10 Foreign Policy 9 8.3% 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
147 See chapter 3 on methodology for more details.  
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The discussion of the Abu Ghraib revelations seemed much more popular in 
liberal blogs than it was in conservative ones. The four liberal blogs in the sample 
account for 57.4% of the sampled blog posts, while 27.7% of posts were published 
among the four conservative blogs in the sample. One should point out here that in both 
cases, the liberal as well as the conservative category, one particular blog each accounted 
for most of the posts
148
.  The one foreign policy blog in the sample accounted for 8.3% of 
posts, while 6.5% of posts appeared in the blog devoted to Iraq & War. Both of these 
blogs – A Soldier’s Perspective as well as the Washington Note – could not get 
categorized within the political spectrum.  
With 39.8% of the posts in the sample referencing and crosslinking to outside material, 
references to material published elsewhere were considerably less popular than in online 
discussion groups, where 92.4% of the threads in the sample cited some material. In the 
blog discussion, it is with76.6% especially the conservative blogs that include references 
to other material, while only 27.4% of the liberal posts in the sample cross-linked to any 
other material.  
 With 53.5% of those posts that referenced material linking to articles 
published in an elite publication, it is especially the elite press that finds an echo in blogs. 
With 18.6%, references to news articles published in newspapers were more popular than 
references to newspaper opinion pieces (7.0%). Only 27.9% of those posts that linked to 
other sources, referenced material published somewhere other than in a newspaper, which 
                                                          
 
148 More specifically, the blog Little Green Footballs for the conservative  blog category and Daily Kos for the liberal 
category. 
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once again confirms the newspaper as leading source of information. Interestingly, it is 
exclusively in the conservative blogs, where some facts or reasoning of the material 
referenced was challenged in the post to which the reference was attached. There were no 
posts found at all that contained any defense of any facts or reasoning referenced in the 
material cross-linked. A general discussion of the material referenced took place in only 
4.6% of cases with the majority of these being posted in conservative blogs. 
 
Table 28: References to Newspaper Articles and Other Sources by Blog Category 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign 
Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post references 
article/outside 
source 
a 
23 
76.6%
149
 
17 
27.4% 
 
0 
0.0% 
3 
33.3% 
43 
39.8% 
Post references 
elite paper
150, b 
9 
30.0% 
12 
19.4% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
22.2% 
23 
9.3% 
Post references 
news article 
c 
6 
20.0% 
2 
3.3% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
8 
7.4% 
Post references 
opinion piece 
2 
6.6% 
1 
1.6% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
2.8% 
Post references 
other source
151, 
d 
6 
20.0% 
5 
8.1% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
11.1% 
12 
11.1 
a 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the group average is 
significantly greater than zero (p < .001) and a significantly higher rate in the category “conservative” 
opposed to all other categories (p < .001).  
b 
An analysis of variance shows a group average significantly greater than zero (p = .002). 
c An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p. < .02). 
d
 An analysis of variance reveals a group average significantly greater than zero (p < .).  
                                                          
 
149 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
150 An elite paper is defined as one of the publications that was categorized as elite publication in the opinion-piece 
portion of the data collection (the elite paper category included Christian Science Monitor, The Washington Post, The 
New York Times, Time Magazine and Newsweek). 
151 By “other source” a cross-link to any other type of information (other than a piece published in a newspaper) such as 
another blog, website, etc. is meant.  
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In Favor or in Opposition of Torture? 
 About one quarter of the examined posts argued against the use of violent 
treatment, with the majority of these being published in the liberal blogs (see table 29 
below). Only in one single post, published in a conservative blog, one blogger argued for 
the use of violent treatment.   
However, similar to what we have seen in the online discussion groups, the vast 
majority of blog posts argued neither in favor nor in opposition of the use of violent 
treatment. Among all blog categories, the overwhelming majority of posts argued neither 
in favor nor in opposition of the treatment, meaning, they did not bring up any arguments 
that either supported the use of violent treatment or opposed its use. The following are 
two examples, with the first one being published on September 10, 2005 in the 
conservative blog Redstate:  
“In this season of Supreme Court nominations and natural disasters, the 
New York Times finds it important to get to the bottom of this Abu Ghraib 
thaang. I’m still not sure why, but they insist that it be done.  
The New York Times this morning opines in favor of a “panel like the 
9/11 commission” to crucify Bush for his policies, which created “out-of-control 
camps like Guantanamo bay and Abu Ghraib.  
The premise of “Abu Ghraib Unresolved”, a very basic one, requires a 
fraudulent assumption. Is “out-of-control” an apt description of Guantanamo Bay 
or Abu Ghraib? There were some sick guards at Abu Ghraib, granted, but that 
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does not turn the entire prison into a house of mayhem. In fact, it was the Bush 
policies which solved the problem.” 
 In the example above, the blogger uses the following three arguments: (1) 
criticizes the media for covering too much/being unpatriotic/doing damage; (2) Abu 
Ghraib is the work of a few bad apples and (3) the blogger defends the Bush 
administration. Neither one of these arguments however supports or opposes the use of 
violent treatment. Of course the term “sick guards” could be read as opposition to what 
had happened, but given that the blogger attributes the Abu Ghraib incidents to the 
isolated work of a few soldiers, we still do not know what his/her position is on the use of 
enhanced interrogation methods.  
 The next example is from the liberal blog Daily Kos, published in July 2005.  
“We knew it would come to this. The Washington Post reports that 
techniques used at Abu Ghraib were not the creations of some “bad apples” but 
were approved by Donald Rumsfeld and used on the “20th hijacker” at Gitmo 
months before the picture surfaced at Abu Ghraib.  
God, were running out of places to report Bush administration scandals. 
The second terms of presidents usually break down like this, but this is like 
watching a supernova blow apart. First the failed Social Security plan, then the 
Bolton embarrassment, the Schiavo mess, the Downing Street Memos, the Rove-
Plame memo, Gannon-Guckert. God, it’s just so wonderful to see! Can they 
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actually do damage control on both the torture story and Karl Rove at the same 
time?” 
  The blogger who posted the example above clearly is no fan of the George W. 
Bush administration and lists the Abu Ghraib events as another “Bush administration 
scandal”. While the term ”scandal” certainly implies opposition to the Abu Ghraib 
occurrences, the blogger uses no argument that clearly opposes the use of violent 
treatment. All we can do is read in between the lines and interpret the posters choice of 
words, but ultimately, this post needs to be coded as making no argument either in favor 
or in opposition to the use of violent treatment.   
In addition to not making any clear arguments either in favor or in opposition to 
the use of violent treatment, only 3.7% of blog posts took for granted that the use of 
violent treatment is wrong – a finding contrary to what we have seen on the opinion 
pages
152
 and in the online discussion groups
153
. Consequently, not only did the majority 
of blog writers not make any arguments in favor or in opposition of the treatment, they 
also did not even take for granted that it is wrong. They simply remained silent regarding 
the issue at hand. This brings up the following two questions: (1) Why did they remain 
silent on the issue, and (2) what did they discuss instead?   
 
 
 
                                                          
 
152 40% of op-eds took for granted that the current violent treatment is wrong.  
153 8.5% of discussion group threads contained posts that took for granted that the current violent treatment is wrong.  
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Table 29: Position on Mistreatment by Blog Category 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign 
Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post argues 
for the use of 
violent 
treatment 
1 
3.3%
154
 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
0.9% 
Post argues 
against the 
use of violent 
treatment 
a 
1 
3.3% 
22 
35.5% 
2 
28.6% 
3 
33.3% 
28 
25.9% 
Post argues 
neither in 
favor nor in 
opposition of 
violent 
treatment 
b
 
28 
93.3% 
38 
61.3% 
5 
71.4% 
6 
66.6% 
77 
71.3% 
Post takes for 
granted that 
treatment is 
wrong 
1 
3.3% 
3 
4.8% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
a  An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the group average is 
significantly greater than zero (p < .001) and a significantly lower rate in the category “conservative” 
opposed to the category “liberal” (p = .005). 
b
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the group average is 
significantly greater than zero (p < .001) and a significantly higher rate in the category “conservative” 
opposed to the category “liberal” (p = .007). 
 
 
 
 
 To answer the first question, why bloggers remain silent when it comes to the 
discussion of enhanced interrogation, we need to look into the nature of blogs. As 
discussed in the previous chapter on online discussion groups, the somewhat hostile 
nature of discussion in online discussion groups could be responsible for the lack of 
opinion sharing in online discussion. However, the nature of blogs is different, and 
                                                          
 
154 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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therefore, this is unlikely an explanation for the silence among bloggers when it comes to 
the discussion of torture.  Blogs are not discussion groups with a number of participants 
contributing and counter-arguing each other. A blog typically consists of one author 
writing a post, with an audience reading along. Even though a blog typically offers 
readers the opportunity to comment on individual posts, feedback is often missing. Many 
authors do not know of whom and how many members their audiences consists. 
Consequently, blogs are not characterized by the harsh tone and environment that the use 
of flaming created in the online discussion groups. Therefore, this cannot be the reason 
for the number of posts that expressed no opinion regarding the use of torture. The more 
likely answer is that bloggers felt no need to express their opinion, which brings us to the 
question of what was discussed instead.  
 
The Content of the Discussion 
Similar to the newspaper opinion pieces and the online discussion groups, with 
30.6% among all posts, the role of the administration was discussed in blogs as well (see 
table 30 below). Interestingly however, it is exclusively in the liberal blogs (with 48.4% 
of posts) and in the one foreign policy blog (with 33.3% of posts), where one finds 
argumentation related to the role of the administration. The conservative blogs and the 
Iraq & war blog in the sample remained remarkably quiet on the subject. Even only 10% 
(that’s 2.8% overall) of the posts in the conservative category, defended the Bush 
administration and its role in the Abu Ghraib crisis. 
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Table 30: The Content of the Discussion by Blog Category 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign 
Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post makes 
argument about 
administration 
a 
0 
0.0%
155
 
30 
48.4% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
33.3% 
33 
30.6% 
Post accuses 
Bush/Administration 
of lying/deceiving 
0 
0.0% 
4 
6.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
Post defends 
Bush/administration 
b 
3 
10.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
2.8% 
Post makes 
argument about 
command structure 
c 
0 
0.0% 
14 
22.6% 
1 
14.3% 
1 
11.1% 
16 
14.8% 
Post talks about 
accountability 
d 
0 
0.0% 
14 
22.6% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
77.8% 
21 
19.4% 
Post criticizes 
American people 
0 
0.0% 
4 
6.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
Post makes 
argument about 
critics of treatment 
e 
6 
20.0% 
1 
1.6% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
6.5% 
Post discusses 
evidence 
f 
2 
6.7% 
4 
6.5% 
1 
14.3% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
6.5% 
a An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is greater than zero (p < .001) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “liberal” as opposed to 
the categories “conservative” and “Iraq & war” (p < .05).  
b An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal”(p < .05).  
c 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is greater than zero (p < .05) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “liberal” as opposed to 
the category “conservative” (p < .05).  
d 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is greater than zero (p < .001) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “foreign policy” as 
opposed to all other categories, as well as a significantly higher rate in the category “liberal” as opposed to 
the category “conservative” (p < .001).  
e An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p < .005).  
f
 An analysis of variance reveals that the overall group average is greater than zero (p < .05).  
 
 
 
                                                          
 
155 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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The command structure was discussed in all categories, except for the 
conservative blogs. However, with 14.8% of cases, it was not a particularly popular 
subject for discussion. The discussion of accountability however, which again was only 
found taking place in liberal blogs and the one blog on foreign policy, came up in almost 
20% of cases. Especially the Washington Note – the one blog on foreign policy that was 
included in the sample – made it a point to discuss accountability. The following is an 
example posted on August 15, 2004: 
“And to be clear about my views of Rumsfeld, I think that the Abu Ghraib 
disaster so completely undermined America’s ability to wage a hearts and minds 
campaign that Bush’s failure to demonstrate the importance of accountability and 
fire Rumsfeld, as well as Rumsfeld’s reluctance to accept responsibility by 
resigning, multiplied this disaster by an order of magnitude.” 
 In this example, the blogger
156
 stresses the importance of accountability by 
pointing out that not taking responsibility for what had happened made the scandal even 
worse. Bush should have fired Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld in order to demonstrate 
that someone took responsibility. By not doing so, America’s reputation was not only 
stained by the Abu Ghraib revelations itself, the administration caused additional damage 
by not managing the crisis differently. It is also worth noting that the argument presented 
here is completely prudential in nature. The bloggers concern is with the success of 
America’s foreign policy and how it is perceived in the world, while the moral and legal 
issues at stake are not considered at all.  
                                                          
 
156 To protect the identity of the bloggers, their names/screen names are not revealed in this dissertation.  
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With only 6.5% of posts, and the majority of these found in conservative blogs, 
much fewer blog posts made comments criticizing the critics of violent treatment when 
compared to the online discussion groups.  
 
Table 31: The Use of Criticism in Blogs 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign Pol. 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post makes 
argument about 
critics of treatment 
a
  
6 
20.0%
157
 
1 
1.6% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
6.5% 
Reference to 
Liberals to defend 
treatment 
b 
3 
10.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
2.7% 
General criticism of 
Liberals 
c 
4 
13.3% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
Reference to 
Conservatives to 
oppose treatment 
0 
0.0% 
4 
6.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
General criticism of 
Conservatives 
0 
0.0% 
7 
11.3% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
6.5% 
Post criticizes 
American people 
0 
0.0% 
4 
6.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
Post criticizes the 
media 
d 
19 
63.3% 
2 
3.2% 
2 
28.6% 
0 
0.0% 
23 
21.3% 
Post criticizes media 
as unpatriotic 
e
 
9 
30.0% 
2 
3.2% 
2 
28.6% 
0 
0.0% 
13 
12.0% 
Post criticizes the 
media for not 
covering enough 
0 
0.0% 
4 
6.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
a An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p < .005). 
b An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p < .05). 
c An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p < .01). 
d
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is significantly greater than zero (p < .001) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category 
“conservative” as opposed to all other categories (p < .05). 
e 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the overall group average 
is significantly greater than zero (p < .001) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category 
“conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p = .001). 
                                                          
 
157 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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While on the newspaper opinion pages 52.2% of the pieces on the secular right 
criticized the critics of violent treatment, the conservative blogs remained rather quiet. 
Only 20% made an argument related to those criticizing the treatment, and in only 13.3% 
of cases was there a reference criticizing Democrats.  
Instead, conservative blogs focused their attention on the media coverage of the 
Abu Ghraib revelations. 63.3% of the conservative posts criticized the media for their 
coverage of the scandal. On the opinion pages and in online discussion, we have only 
seen what was called the criticism of critics. Meaning, a pundit or online discussion 
group participant would criticize someone, e.g. a person mentioned in an opinion piece, 
or an opponent in online discussion, for their criticism of the use of violent treatment. In 
other words, the person criticizing its use gets criticized for their criticism. So ultimately, 
what is being criticized is the person’s opinion. What we see in blogs criticizing the 
media is different though.  Here, the media are not criticized for their opinion, instead 
they are criticized for their actions. This criticism comes two-fold: the media are either 
criticized for not covering enough, or they are criticized for covering too much.  The 
following is an example posted on April 15, 2006 to the conservative blog Redstate: 
“In a story largely ignored by the mainstream media, sordid details of 
widespread torture at the notorious Abu Ghraib prison have emerged. Evidence 
proves that the president not only knew about it, and condoned this torture, but 
had videotapes made so that he could review the results at his leisure.  
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The torture went far beyond simply ‘hazing’ to include beatings, broken 
bones, amputations, cattle prods applied to genitalia and inserted into the body, 
nitric acid drips, murder and widespread rape.  
All of these took place by the express command of the president! 
Alright, lest you fear that I have gone over the dark side, the president in 
question was Saddam Hussein, president of Iraq. In the ongoing and seemingly 
never-ending furor over the US treatment of prisoners at Abu Ghraib, the 
inhuman torture of the Hussein regime has been largely buried and ignored by the 
MSM
158
. 
Most reports start with the obligatory ‘In the era of Saddam Hussein, Abu 
Ghraib, twenty miles west of Baghdad, was one of the world’s most notorious 
prisons, with torture, weekly executions, and vile living conditions.’ (thank you 
Sy Hersch). Then they launch into scathing attacks on ‘American abuses” at the 
prison.  
But what is nearly ALWAYS missing from reports, is what actually 
constituted torture under the Saddam Hussein regime. In the MSM frenzy to 
BlameAmericaFirst™ reporting of real torture would only detract from the story 
line.” 
 In this example, the blogger criticizes the mainstream media for three different 
things. First he draws a picture of the torture and abuse that happened at Abu Ghraib 
                                                          
 
158 MSM is a common acronym for mainstream media. 
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under Saddam Hussein’s regime, and criticizes the media for calling the mistreatment 
done by American soldiers “torture” without comparing it to the examples of torture that 
occurred under Iraq’s former president. Second, he criticizes the American media for not 
covering certain stories, or not paying enough attention to particular aspects of a story. 
Lastly, the blogger accuses the mainstream media for not being objective, and being 
preoccupied with pointing out the American misconduct. So on the one hand, the 
mainstream media are here criticized for their opinion (calling the mistreatment 
“torture”), on the other hand the media get criticized for an action – or lack therefore (not 
covering certain stories).   
 While the previous example blames the mainstream media in general, the next 
example, which was also posted in the conservative blog Redstate, criticizes the New 
York Times explicitly: 
“In this season of Supreme Court nominations and natural disasters, the 
New York Times finds it important to get to the bottom of his Abu Ghraib thaang. 
I am still not sure why, but they insist that it be done.  
The New York Times this morning opines in favor of a ‘panel like the 
9/11 commission’ to crucify Bush for his policies which created ‘out-of-control 
camps like Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib’.  
The premise of ‘Abu Ghraib Unresolved’, a very basic one, requires a 
fraudulent assumption. Is ‘out-of-control’ and apt description of Guantanamo Bay 
or Abu Ghraib? There were some sick guards at Abu Ghraib, granted, but that 
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does not turn the entire prison into a house of mayhem. In fact, it was the Bush 
policies which solved the problem.” 
 The example above shows several features worth mentioning. First of all, the 
writer criticizes the New York Times for devoting attention to the Abu Ghraib scandal 
instead of rather focusing on different topics such as Supreme Court elections and natural 
disasters. So again, a newspaper is criticized for an action – in this case covering too 
much. Second, the New York Times is criticized for blaming the Bush administration for 
what had happened, while at the same time the author of this post counter-argues by 
defending president Bush and pointing out that his policies had “solved the problem”. 
Lastly, the author also argues that the Abu Ghraib occurrences were the work of just a 
few bad apples, but not an example of a widespread policy.   
30.0% of the conservative posts were even more specific and criticized the media 
as unpatriotic and their coverage as damaging, as the following example demonstrates. 
Under the headline “AP’s Priorities”, the conservative blog Little Green Footballs 
published the following post on the most important stories of the year as they were 
picked by Associated Press news editors. The initial ranking had the Abu Ghraib abuse 
scandal ranked the fourth most important story, which provoked the following blog post: 
“Here is a glimpse into the thinking of mainstream media, as editors and 
news directors for the Associated Press pick the most important stories of the 
year: To these people, the death of Yassir Arafat was more important than the 
death of Ronald Reagan – and the Abu Ghraib abuse story beats both of them: 
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4. ABU GHRAIB SCANDAL
159
: Photographs came to light showing U.S. 
military guards at the Abu Ghraib prison near Baghdad forcing naked Iraqi 
detainees to pose in humiliating positions. Prosecutions ensued, and the scandal 
fueled anti-American sentiment in the Muslim world.  
Indeed it did. Mission accomplished, AP.” 
 In this example, the blogger first blames AP for devoting to much attention and 
placing too much importance on the coverage of the Abu Ghraib scandal. In addition, the 
press agency also gets blamed for fueling the anti-American sentiments with their 
continued coverage of the scandal. Lastly, the title of the post itself (“AP’s Priorities”) is 
a critique of AP for having the wrong priorities.   
 Media criticism however was not limited to the conservative blogs. It was found 
in the liberal blogs, too, but these on the other hand criticized the media for not covering 
enough of the scandal, as the following example from the blog Bag News Notes 
illustrates: 
“I am going to assume you’ve already seen the fresh images and video 
from Abu Ghraib. (If not, check links below). Because the story is so new, I want 
to focus on how the western media tends to visually edit and delimit controversial 
content.  
                                                          
 
159 The following paragraph in Italics is the blogger quoting the original AP ranking. The remainder of the quotation is 
the bloggers comments. Italics added for clarity.   
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As of early this morning, at least the BBC piece linked to a gallery of 9 
images, but primarily features the dog picture. The NYT story showed a figure 
carrying a box along with the dog image. WAPO
160
 chose to only show the person 
with the box.  
According to BoingBoing, 60 new still images were released by 
Australia’s public broadcasting network SBS. So the question is, why will the 
American public likely be inundated by only one or two? 
Of course, one could state all kinds of reasons. One explanation is that 
they are some of the less graphic. My contention, however, is that they were 
particularly chosen for their similarity to images we’ve already seen. Because 
they have less novelty, it minimizes their impact.  
[. . . . ] 
If the press did select these images (consciously or unconsciously) to 
tempter the reaction, some would argue that this is a good thing. With civil 
disturbances still occurring over the Danish cartoons, who needs a fresh set of 
non-recycled images to fuel the fire? Also, it is probably true that these images 
really do pose a threat to American forces, as the milquetoast AP video report 
happens to emphasize.  
Conversely, this new material provides a much clearer and more 
disturbing sense of how sadistic and brutal this renegade program actually was. If 
                                                          
 
160 By WAPO, this blogger is referring to the Washington Post.  
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anything good comes out of the leaking of this additional material, one would 
hope it would be the prosecution of those higher-ups that designed and 
implemented this abomination.” 
 In this post, the writer wonders why the American media tend to publish only a 
few select pictures of the Abu Ghraib abuse scandal, even though there was plenty of 
variety to choose from.  In his opinion, the American media deliberately do so in order to 
influence the public reaction to the revelations. In the blogger’s opinion however, the 
media coverage should be more extensive and less limited to provoke a sharper reaction, 
which could in turn increase the pressure on those responsible for the mistreatment to 
take responsibility for what happened. His use of the term “abomination”, which implies 
a particularly strong moral categorization supports his call for a sharper reaction  
 
Arguments New to Blog Discussion 
 As explained above, the somewhat frequent discussion of the role of the media 
and their coverage of the Abu Ghraib revelations is new to the blog discussion. This was 
found neither on the opinion pages of the press nor in online discussion groups. Also new 
to the blog discussion was an interesting discussion of accountability and the adequate 
punishment for those responsible for the Abu Ghraib mistreatment. As mentioned earlier, 
it was only in the liberal blog and the one blog on Iraq and the war where a discussion of 
accountability was found. Interestingly, the same blogs also discussed the level of 
appropriate punishment for those convicted of the Abu Ghraib crimes. As table 32 
outlines, 22.6% of liberal posts and 77.8% of the posts in the blog A Soldier’s Perspective 
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argued that the punishment of those convicted is not serious enough. The following is an 
example from the blog Daily Kos, published on June 2, 2006: 
“Once again a US military jury has effectively endorsed abuse. Yesterday, 
Sgt Santos Cardona was convicted on two charges relating to abusing detainees 
with dogs at Abu Ghraib prison. His sentence? Demotion, a fine and 90 days hard 
labour without confinement. His defence attorney’s reaction says all that needs to 
be said: 
It wasn’t an acquittal but it was pretty darn good.  
This is simply a bad joke which shows exactly how “serious” the US is 
about punishing those responsible for torture and abuse.” 
The following is another example, this time from the blog A Soldier’s Perspective: 
“Lynndie England, made famous through photographs of her pointing at 
naked prisoners, may only receive 2 years for her actions. She violated legal 
orders from a General office (no sex in theater), committed adultery by having sex 
with a married man, embarrassed detainees, initially lied about it, and knew it was 
wrong. Yet, for these heinous crimes, to which I say are no better than at Saddam 
did to his people, she’ll only get 2 years!? Former Sgt Jamal Davis, convicted of 
the same offenses and some worse ones (battery) got only six months!! This is 
insane. They have cast a shadow over my entire profession of arms. They have 
cast a shadow over what I personally do in the military, which is deal with people, 
both prisoners and Iraqi civilians.” 
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Both these examples complain that those convicted for their actions received very 
mild punishment. While the first example emphasizes that this only shows that the 
military is not serious about prosecuting those who are responsible for the Abu Ghraib 
abuses, the second one says the punishment should have been harsher because these 
soldiers harmed the entire military with their actions.  
 Conversely, in the conservative blogs we infrequently (10% of conservative 
posts) find the argument that these soldiers have been prosecuted and therefore, there is 
no ground for additional criticism.   
 
Table 32: Arguments Related to Accountability and Punishment by Blog Category 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & 
War 
N=7 
Foreign 
Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post talks about accountability 
a 
0 
0.0%
161
 
14 
22.6% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
77.8% 
21 
19.4% 
Post argues that 
prosecution/sentence/punishment 
is not serious enough 
b 
0 
0.0% 
9 
14.5% 
5 
71.4% 
1 
11.1% 
15 
13.9% 
Post argues that bad apples have 
been prosecuted/sentenced 
c 
3 
10.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
2.8% 
 
a 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals a group average significantly 
greater than zero (p <001) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “foreign policy” as opposed 
to all other categories (p < .001) and in the category “liberal” as opposed to “conservative” (p < .05). 
b An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals a group average significantly 
greater than zero (p < .001) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “Iraq and war” as opposed 
to all other categories (p ≤ .001). 
c An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p < .05). 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
161 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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Frame or Counterframe? 
 Similar to the online discussion groups, and different from the newspaper opinion 
pieces, bloggers engaged only in infrequent counter-framing of the administration’s 
frame of what had happened at Abu Ghraib. Only in 24.2% of liberal posts (see table 33) 
do we find the argument that the Abu Ghraib abuses are an example of a widespread 
policy. In addition, this counter-frame is limited to the liberal blogs with the exception of 
one single post in the Iraq & War blog, which made a similar argument.  While the 
domestic legality of the violent treatment was somewhat popular in online group 
discussions, it was barely discussed in blogs. However, 13.0% of posts across all 
categories –with the majority of them being found in liberal blogs – made arguments that 
challenged the international legality of the violent treatment. 
 While some counter-framing took place (treatment is 
systematic/widespread, against national and international law), there was also not much 
support for the Bush administration’s frame of the events. Only 6.5% of posts across all 
categories – with the majority of these being found in conservative blogs -- argued that 
the Abu Ghraib incidents were isolated incidents done by a few bad apples. In addition, 
only one single thread (0.9%) contained a post defending the international legality of the 
treatment, while not a single post contained any arguments defending the domestic 
legality of the treatment.  
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Table 33: Scope of the Mistreatment by Blog Category 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign 
Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Abu Ghraib is 
isolated case/few 
bad apples 
a 
3 
10.0%
162
 
2 
3.2% 
2 
28.6% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
6.5% 
Abu Ghraib is 
systematic 
policy/widespread 
b 
0 
0.0% 
15 
24.2% 
1 
14.3% 
0 
0.0% 
16 
14.8% 
Post challenges 
domestic legality 
of violent 
treatment 
0 
0.0% 
3 
4.8% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
2.8% 
Post challenges 
international 
legality of violent 
treatment 
c 
1 
3.3% 
11 
17.7% 
1 
14.3% 
1 
11.1% 
14 
13.0% 
Post defends 
domestic legality 
of violent 
treatment  
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
Post defends 
international 
legality of violent 
treatment 
1 
3.3% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
0.9% 
 
a An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD)reveals a group average significantly 
greater than zero (p = .002) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “Iraq & war” as opposed 
to the category “liberal” (p < .05). 
b An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD)reveals a group average significantly 
greater than zero (p < .05) and shows a significantly higher rate in the category “liberal” as opposed to the 
category “conservative” (p < .05). 
c
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD)reveals a group average significantly 
greater than zero (p = .05). 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
162 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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 While these findings do not support the argument of any substantial counter-
framing in the blog discussion, they do align with what we saw in online discussion 
groups. It looks like the pundits on newspapers’ opinion pages were much more eager to 
counter-argue the administration’s spin, while ordinary citizens in both, online discussion 
and blogs remained rather quiet. 
 
Moral vs. Prudential Argumentation 
 Interestingly, the use of predominantly moral/legal argumentation was 
exclusively limited to liberal blogs. While 14.5% of posts published in liberal blogs 
(that’s 8.3% of posts overall) used predominantly moral/legal arguments, these were not 
popular in the other three blog categories. Of course, single moral or legal arguments 
were found in other blog categories outside the liberal one –for example as part of mixed 
types of arguments – (see table 35 for examples), but none of these other categories 
included any posts that used predominantly moral/legal arguments.  This is surprising, 
given that on the opinion pages as well as in online discussion groups the use of 
moral/legal argumentation was distributed among all group categories.  
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Table 34: Types of Arguments Used in Blog Discussion 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post uses 
predominantly 
moral/legal 
argumentation 
0 
0.0%
163
 
9 
14.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
9 
8.3% 
Post uses 
predominantly 
prudential 
argumentation 
a 
2 
6.7% 
7 
11.3% 
1 
14.3% 
1 
11.1% 
11 
10.2% 
Post uses mixed 
argumentation 
b 
2 
6.6% 
9 
14.5% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
22.2% 
13 
12.0% 
Post uses 
unclear 
argumentation 
c
 
0 
0.0% 
3 
4.8% 
2 
28.6% 
0 
0.0% 
5 
4.6% 
Post makes no 
argument/ could 
not be 
categorized as 
any of the above 
d 
26 
86.7% 
33 
53.2% 
4 
57.1% 
6 
16.7% 
69 
63.9% 
a 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the group average is 
significantly greater than zero (p < .05). 
b An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the group average is 
significantly greater than zero (p < .02). 
c An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the group average is 
significantly greater than zero (p = .003). 
d An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) reveals that the group average is 
significantly greater than zero (p < .001) and a significant difference in between the categories 
“conservative” vs. “liberal” (p < .02) 
 
 
 
With 13% of posts among all blog categories, the most popular moral/legal 
argument was to challenge the international legality of the violent treatment of prisoners 
(see table 35 below). This was followed by the argument that the treatment (1) constitutes 
a violation of human rights (8.3%), (2) is inhumane (6.5%), (3) against traditional 
American values (4.6%) and (4) categorically wrong (4.6%).     
                                                          
 
163 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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Table 35: Top 5 Most Popular Moral/Legal Arguments in Blog Discussion 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post challenges 
intern. legality  
1 
3.3%
164
 
11 
17.7% 
1 
14.3% 
1 
11.1% 
14 
13.0% 
Violation of 
human rights 
0 
0.0% 
8 
12.9% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
1.1% 
9 
8.3% 
Treatment is 
inhumane  
0 
0.0% 
7 
11.3% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
7 
6.5% 
Against 
traditional 
American 
values 
0 
0.0% 
5 
8.1% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
5 
4.6% 
Treatment is 
categorically 
wrong 
0 
0.0% 
3 
4.8% 
0 
0.0% 
2 
22.2% 
5 
4.6% 
  
 
Similar to the opinion pages and the online discussion groups, prudential 
arguments were slightly more popular than moral/legal ones. As table 34 shows, 
prudential arguments were distributed somewhat evenly among all blog categories. 
Overall, 10.2% of posts accounted for predominantly prudential arguments. Similar to 
what we saw on the newspaper opinion pages and in online discussion groups, concerns 
regarding America’s moral authority were the most popular prudential argument. As table 
36 below outlines, it came up in almost all blog categories with the exception of the 
single blog on Iraq & War. Similar to the opinion pages, but different from the online 
discussion groups, the next most popular prudential arguments are concerns that the 
treatment (1) fuels the insurgency and damages the war on terror, and (2) is a danger to 
American soldiers who might get captured by the enemy. 7.4% of posts  -- all of them 
                                                          
 
164 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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published in liberal blogs – argued that the prisoners are innocent and/or not yet proven 
guilty, which leaves the reader wondering if otherwise, meaning, if they were proven 
guilty, it would be permissible to mistreat them. Lastly, 4.6% of posts raise America’s 
national security. 
 
Table 36: Top 5 Most Popular Prudential Arguments in Blog Discussion   
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign 
Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Post raises 
America’s moral 
authority 
1 
3.3%
165
 
8 
12.9% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
44.4% 
13 
12.0%  
Treatment fuels 
insurgency/damages 
war on terror 
0 
0.0% 
9 
14.5% 
1 
14.3% 
0 
0.0% 
10 
9.3% 
Danger to American 
soldiers 
0 
0.0% 
6 
9.7% 
2 
28.6% 
2 
22.2% 
10 
9.3% 
Prisoners are 
innocent/not proven 
guilty 
0 
0.0% 
8 
13.9% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
8 
7.4% 
Post raises national 
security 
2 
6.7% 
2 
3.2% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
11.1% 
5 
4.6% 
 
   
While 8.3% of posts used predominantly moral/legal arguments and 10.2% of 
posts used predominantly prudential arguments, similar to what we saw in online 
discussion groups, an overwhelming 63.9% of posts among all categories made no 
argument that could be categorized according to the coding scheme (see table 34).These 
                                                          
 
165 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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posts would either just introduce a news piece or opinion piece reference in the blog entry 
such as the following example, which was posted on June 11, 2005 to the blog Little 
Green Footballs: 
“Here’s yet another lengthy, repetitive New York Times article focusing 
on Abu Ghraib and the allegations of systematic torture and human rights abuse 
by the US military.  
I know. Ho hum. Same old same old.” 
 The author of this post makes no argument related to the use of violent treatment, 
and his comment also does not indicate any framing or counter-framing of the abuse 
revelations. He only references an article from the New York Times and indicates that the 
newspapers’ coverage is repetitive and does not offer anything new. While his comment 
implies that the issue is not worth discussing, he makes no argument in itself.   
 In the following example, posted in the conservative blog Redstate, the author 
criticizes the Democrats as well the media, but does not offer any argumentation related 
to the actual prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib: 
“After Abu Ghraib, the Democratic establishment drew a bead on SecDef 
Rumsfeld, claiming, with no evidence whatsoever, that it was all Rumsfeld’s 
fault. But with the two most successful military campaigns under his belt, 
Rumsfeld was bulletproof against the Democratic pop-guns. Besides, the furious 
Old Media assault against Abu Ghraib and Rumsfeld resonated with terrorists and 
199 
 
 
Liberals, as intended, but it had other connotations for the Shia and the Kurds, 
who thought that Sunni terrorists with panties on their heads was hilarious.” 
 In this post, the blogger defends the Bush administration, and here specifically 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, by pointing to the military campaigns that took 
place under his lead. From there on, the blogger only criticizes Democrats for their 
critique of Secretary Rumsfeld, before s/he goes on to attack the media. None of these 
points however can be categorized as either moral/legal or prudential in nature.  
Here is another example, which was posted on July 13, 2005 to the liberal blog Daily 
Kos: 
“We knew it would come to this. The Washington Post reports that 
techniques used at Abu Ghraib were not the creations of some “bad apples” but 
were approved by Donald Rumsfeld and used on the “20th hijacker” at Gitmo 
months before the pictures surfaced at Abu Ghraib.  
God, we are running out of places to report Bush Administration scandals. 
The second terms of presidents usually break down like this, but this is like 
watching a supernova blow apart. First the failed Social Security plan, then the 
Bolton embarrassment, the Schiavo mess, the Downing Street Memos, the Rove-
Plame memo, Gannon-Guckert. God, it’s just so wonderful to see! Can they 
actually do damage control on both the torture story and Karl Rove at the same 
time? 
Here is the lede of the Washington Post story and the link:”  
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 In this example, the writer references an article that was published in the 
Washington Post. The author uses this opportunity to criticize the Bush administration in 
general by citing several examples of their politics. The blogger seems to see the 
Washington Post report on the detainee abuse being widespread as another failure of the 
Bush administration. While this implies that the blogger is against the use of torture, and 
also does not believe the administration’s frame of the abuse scandal, the author is not 
using any argument that could be categorized as clearly moral/legal or clearly prudential 
in nature.   
 
The Tone of the Discussion 
While in the online discussion groups, we have seen substantial amounts of 
flaming, and a widespread use of sarcasm, the tone of the discussion in blogs is anything 
but hostile. Flaming, here again defined as hostile or even insulting exchange in between 
users of opposing opinion did not occur in blogs. The reason is likely the different nature 
of blogs as opposed to online discussion groups. Typically, several participants contribute 
to one single discussion thread, thereby answering to each other’s posts and actively 
arguing and counter-arguing. It is often these responses to initial posts that provoke the 
use of flaming or sarcasm in direct response. Online blogs on the other hand are more 
structured like an online monologue. Typically, there is only one author who is 
responsible for a blog post. Of course readers can contribute to the discussion by 
commenting on the blog post, but in general, blogs are missing the active conversational 
component that makes the online discussion groups such as vibrant place of discussion.  
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Table 37: The Use of Sarcasm as a Rhetorical Tool in Blog Discussion 
 Blog Category 
N = Number of Posts per Blog Category 
 
 Conservative 
N=30 
Liberal 
N=62 
Iraq & War 
N=7 
Foreign 
Policy 
N=9 
Total 
N=108 
Use of sarcasm 
to defend 
violent 
treatment 
0 
0.0%
166
 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
Use of sarcasm 
to oppose the 
treatment 
0 
0.0% 
3 
4.8% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
2.8% 
General use of 
sarcasm 
0 
0.0% 
1 
1.6% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
1 
0.9% 
Reference to 
Democrats to 
defend 
treatment 
a 
3 
10.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
3 
2.8% 
Reference to 
Conservatives 
to oppose 
treatment 
0 
0.0% 
4 
6.5% 
0 
0.0% 
0 
0.0% 
4 
3.7% 
a An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) shows a significantly higher rate in the 
category “conservative” as opposed to the category “liberal” (p < .05). 
 
 
As the results in table 37 show, the use of sarcasm, either just in the form of a 
general comment, or used in order to oppose the use of violent treatment, is nearly absent 
as well. It was limited to a very few posts in liberal blogs. The following is an example 
that was posted on August 20, 2005 to the liberal blog Crooks and Liars. The blogger 
                                                          
 
166 Percentages displayed in this table are column percentages, meaning, they are based on the N per blog category. 
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references the “Medium Lobster”, a fictional individual linked to the popular blog 
Fafblog
167
: 
“Last week, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard B. 
Myers, in a statement opposing the release of videotapes and photographs of 
torture at Abu Ghraib, said that the information should not be released for the 
purposes of national security. The release of such images, Myers said, could 
damage the war effort by instigating ‘riots, violence and attacks by insurgents’. 
Indeed, the Medium Lobster could not agree more: while some in the petty 
name of ‘truth’, ‘accountability’, and ‘basic humanity’ might want to open this 
material to the world, outrage over yet another American atrocity would just fuel 
more violence. Oh, ACLU, do not you have enough blood on your hands? Which 
is why the Medium Lobster also believes the time is long overdue to classify the 
Iraq war.  
Given the number of riots, the amount of violence, and the attacks by 
insurgents that appear to have erupted since the dawn of the war, it’s clear that 
something has to be done to stop the news of the conflict from getting out to 
crazed terrorists, who, becoming so excitable about the prospect of American 
torture, might well become livid if they learned of the US’s involvement in 
preventively invading a Muslim country and killing thousands there in a 
                                                          
 
167 According to the website http://encycl.opentopia.com/term/Fafblog, “Fafblog is a satirical, anonymously written 
blog focusing on American politics, generally from a liberal (or mock-conservative) perspective. Its posts frequently 
comment on current events, but the individuals who purportedly write the posts are fictional.” Posts appearing on the 
blog’s website are typically attributed to one of several fictional characters with the “Medium Lobster” being one of 
them.  According to the website listed above, the Medium Lobster is a parody of conservative pundits. “He claims to 
come from a “higher plane of being” that gives him omniscient “moral clarity.”  
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massively botched occupation. Indeed, in retrospect it was a mistake to have been 
so public about the war to begin with. Perhaps the Pentagon could have let a 
couple bombers and tanks into the country at night periodically to bomb a palace 
or shell a neighborhood. If anyone noticed a few demolished buildings, or a few 
thousand dead people, one could always blame it on some bad apples, sort of 
fraternity air raid hijinks. In any case, what’s done is done. The Medium Lobster 
recommends in the strongest possible terms that no mention be made of ever 
again of the war, its disastrous progress, its inept and incompetent leadership, or 
the mystifying reasons for which it was launched, ever again – for the sake of 
national security.”  
In the example above, sarcasm is used to voice disapproval of General Myer’s 
statement to limit the publication of videotapes and photographs of the Abu Ghraib 
scandal. Similar to the use of sarcasm in blogs, references to opposing political parties 
were also made in only a small number of cases. 10% of posts in conservative blogs 
made a reference to Liberals in order to defend the use of violent treatment, while 6.5% 
of posts in liberal blogs made a reference to Conservatives in order to oppose the use of 
violent treatment. The following is an example, which was posted on December 16, 2005 
in the conservative blog Sister Toldjah: 
“I wanted to blog a bit this morning about the President’s reversal in 
position on Sen. John McCain’s call for a law banning ‘torture’ to foreign 
suspects in the war on terror.  
[. . . ] 
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Somewhere down the line in the future, you know there’s going to be a 
Republican president who will want to repeal this ban on the grounds that it is 
“too broad”. The usual suspects, including grandstanding Democrats and 
moderate Republicans, will jump at the opportunity to hold press conferences 
denouncing that president as a  “supporter of torture” – even though we all know 
what one person’s definition of “torture” isn’t necessarily someone else’s.”  
 In this example, the author simply presumes how Democrats and some moderate 
Republicans will react to a president who would try to revoke such a law. The word 
choice “usual suspects” implies that this is something that has to be expected from 
followers of the Democratic Party.  
 The next example, posted on May 10, 2004, just a few days after the scandal 
broke on CBS, to the liberal blog Daily Kos, is even more direct in its references to the 
behavior and actions of Republicans: 
“I’ve been listening (actually reading transcripts) of the right wing 
bloviators, and it seems to me that the entire torture scandal is mobbing in an 
ominous direction.  
Specifically, folks like Limbaugh, Lieberman, etc. seem to be casting this 
as some sort of REALLY twisted way of soothing emotions brought up from 
anger on the job, the killing of the 4 mercenaries in Falluja (I know, the timing is 
off on this one), or a need for revenge for 9/11.  
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I am sorry, this reads like porn. Specifically like a cross between an S&M 
and a Snuff flick, and I’m afraid that a large portion of the American people will 
view it that way. 
Is the right wing trying to turn this into some sort of whacked out porn 
thing to be used to titillate the electorate?”   
 
Chapter Conclusion 
The results presented in this chapter attempted to answer the following research 
questions:  
(1) How do blogs discuss the revelations of torture in Abu Ghraib? Do they tend 
to argue in favor or in opposition of torture? Do they frame it as the 
mistreatment done by a few bad apples or do they frame it as a systematic 
policy? 
(2) What tends to be the nature of the debate? Do the arguments used tend to 
represent a moral or a prudential point of view favoring/opposing the practice 
of torture? What are the rhetorical forms of the debate taking place in this part 
of the public sphere? 
(3) Can a privatization of morality or spiral of silence be observed in the debate 
about torture? Can moral argumentation be equally found in blogs as opposed 
to opinion pieces and online discussion groups? 
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In response to the first research question, we saw that only one single post in the 
entire blog sample argued in favor of the use of violent treatment. Conversely, 25.9% of 
posts argued against the use of this treatment, while with 71.3% the overwhelming 
majority of posts argued neither in favor nor in opposition of the use of violent treatment.  
Similarly, only a minority of bloggers engaged in active counter-framing of the 
administration’s spin of the events at Abu Ghraib. Only 14.8% of blog posts included 
references arguing that the Abu Ghraib scandal was not caused by a few bad apples and 
instead was an example of a widespread policy. This active counter-framing however was 
almost exclusively limited to liberal blogs only.  13% of blogs distributed among all 
categories included references challenging the international legality of the mistreatment.  
While these results are quite different from what we have seen on the newspaper 
opinion pages, they closely align with what we have seen in the online discussion groups. 
Similar to online discussion participants, bloggers either are not concerned with the issue 
at hand, or they are reluctant to openly state their opinion on the use of violent treatment. 
However, while at least for the online discussion groups, a possible explanation could be 
the hostile environment found in online discussion, the nature of blog communication 
seems quite different. Opposed to online discussion groups, blogs offer the opportunity to 
publish a structured message that is more characteristic of a monologue than a 
conversation. Consequently, because of the “uninterrupted nature” of the blog post, blogs 
tend to be less a place for vivid discussion and more a forum to share thoughts. 
Consequently, the monologus nature of the blog posts seems closer related to the opinion 
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piece
168
 than a contribution to an online discussion group where more of a conversation 
among participants is taking place. Surprisingly however, the pundits on America’s 
opinion pages strongly and openly opposed the use of violent treatment and engaged in 
active counter-framing of the administration’s spin of the events at Abu Ghraib. This 
leaves the question why the empirical results found in online discussion groups and blogs 
are quite similar to each other, but different from what we have seen on opinion pages, 
even though the nature of blogs seems closer related to opinion pieces than to online 
discussion posts? This question will be further discussed in the last chapter of this 
dissertation.    
In response to the second research question, the results indicate an absence of 
moral terms in the discussion of a moral matter. Only in 8.3% of posts was a clearly and 
predominantly moral/legal argumentation found. Again, this absence of moral terms and 
arguments could be explained as (1) either a reluctance to discuss a moral matter in moral 
terms or (2) as a disinterest on the bloggers’ end. Possibly, they are simply not concerned 
with the moral issue at stake. Interestingly, the use of moral argumentation that was 
found, was exclusively limited to liberal blogs. In 10.2% of posts among all blog 
category was a predominantly prudential argumentation found, while with 63.9% the 
overwhelming majority of posts did not engage in any argumentation related to the Abu 
Ghraib revelations that could be coded as either moral/legal, prudential or mixed in 
nature. These posts mostly consisted of statements without any real argument backing 
these up. While we have seen similar results in the online discussion groups, the tone and 
                                                          
 
168 Even though blogs are considered more of an open-participation forum, while access to newspapers’ opinion pages 
is quite limited.  
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rhetorical nature of the blog debate is different from what we have seen in online 
discussion forums. While the online discussion was characterized by a hostile 
environment that is home to flaming, insulting exchanges and a frequent use of sarcasm, 
blogs are different. Again, probably because there is no direct interaction among 
participants and consequently no direct confrontation of bloggers with differing points of 
view, the blog discussion shows no flaming and only a minimal use of sarcasm. If used, 
sarcasm however is not directed toward individual people and is instead used to make a 
point related to a factual statement. 
In response to the third research question, these findings clearly support the idea 
of a privatization of morality taking place in the public sphere. Similar to what we have 
seen in online discussion groups and on America’s opinion pages, only 8.3% of posts 
used a clearly and predominantly moral/legal argumentation, which was marginalized to 
exclusively liberal blogs. Consequently, even though the Abu Ghraib revelations pose 
moral considerations, in the vast majority of cases these were not discussed in moral 
terms.  
Of course one needs to integrate these findings with the theoretical model 
presented in chapter 1 of this dissertation
169. As explained before, pundits’ tendency to 
avoid moral arguments, leads to the perceived public opinion that morality is not an 
                                                          
 
169 To summarize the theoretical framework that guides this dissertation, one needs to think of the privatization of 
morality as a social current, which leads to an absence of moral discourse on the societal level. The pundit writing for 
the newspaper cannot only be seen as a professional working for a news organization, but must also be seen as an 
individual member of society, who picks up on this tendency of privatized morality and consequently starts to avoid 
hard-hitting moral arguments. S/he either avoids them altogether or softens them in morally muted ways. This now 
leads to the perceived public opinion that morality is not an appropriate factor in the discussion of torture. This results 
in a spiral of silence (silencing moral arguments), which gets picked up by individual citizens contributing to online 
discussions or blogs, thereby consequently reinforcing the privatization of morality, and ultimately dissuading people 
from talking about torture in moral terms.    
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appropriate factor in the discussion of torture. This results in a spiral of silence (silencing 
moral arguments), which gets picked up by bloggers, who in turn now also avoid the use 
of moral arguments. The quantitative data presented in this chapter supports this 
hypothesis.  
As discussed before, about 40% of the posts in the blog sample referenced other 
material such as newspaper articles and opinion pieces. Similar to what we have seen in 
online discussion groups, bloggers seem to rely on newspapers as sources of information 
and perhaps also as entities that have an impact on the blogger’s opinion forming process. 
If pundits on the newspaper opinion pages however do not frame a moral matter such as 
torture in moral terms, individual bloggers are likely to do the same if they publish a blog 
post after they read the paper. The result is a spiral that silences moral argumentation. 
Consequently, and in agreement with Luckman’s thesis, morality is absent from public 
discourse.  
Lastly, one of the theoretical contributions of this dissertation is to answer the 
question whether in the blogosphere there was any broader discussion of the issue at hand 
that would be consistent with the idea of the greater approximation of Habermas’s ideal 
speech situation
170
 that could be found in the online public sphere. This study’s findings 
certainly support this idea. New to the discussion in the blogosphere was (1) the 
discussion of the role of the media and (2) the discussion of the appropriate punishment 
                                                          
 
170 According to Habermas, the public sphere should constitute an ideal speech situation, which shows the following 
three main characteristics: (1) the equal access of all participants who would like to participate independent of their 
official rank, political, social or monetary power; (2) the diversity of topics and opinions discussed, meaning that any 
issue can be raised for public debate; and (3) reciprocity, meaning the degree to which a conversation is a real 
discussion rather than just a monologue.  Only under those ideal circumstances, can collective will formation take place 
– based on reason rather than rank or power, which ultimately leaves the public decision-making process to the better 
argument.  
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of those responsible for the Abu Ghraib mistreatment. Neither the opinion pages nor 
online discussion participants talked much about the role of the media. While pundits on 
newspaper opinion pages were probably reluctant to discuss their own role in breaking 
and covering the story, participant in online discussion were too focused on criticizing 
each other instead of focusing on an outside entity such as the media.  
Again similar to what we have seen in online discussion already, the open-
participation nature of blogs also allows voices to be heard which would have no, or only 
limited access to newspaper opinion pages. Blogs such as for example A Soldier’s 
Perspective allowed for the perspective of members of the military to be heard. This 
variety which seems new to online fora lends further support to Habermas’ idea of the 
greater approximation of the ideal speech situation as characteristic for the online public 
sphere.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 
This study compared how the revelations of Abu Ghraib were discussed in the 
following three parts of what Habermas called the public sphere: (1) newspaper opinion 
pages, (2) online discussion groups and (3) online blogs. Even though the Abu Ghraib 
abuse scandal took place in 2004 and this dissertation examines the torture debate from 
2004 to 2006, this study and its findings are still relevant.  
Ten years after September 11, and eight years after the revelations of prisoner 
abuse in Abu Ghraib became public, the PEW Research Center reports that more than 
50% of Americans believe that torture can often, or at least sometimes be justified against 
alleged terrorists
171
 (PEW 2011). Only one in four respondents categorically rules out 
torture of suspected terrorists.  These numbers are surprising, considering that torture and 
prisoner abuse are illegal under the U.N. Convention Against Torture as well as Article 
III of the Geneva Conventions – two international treaties that both have been signed and 
ratified by the United States of America. Aren’t the revelations of torture and prisoner 
abuse sharply divergent from America’s image as a righteous nation?  
Considering the lingering American approval for torture, one would have 
expected to find a discussion of the moral and legal issues at stake in the American public 
sphere, especially in the American media. Since here an entire nation has been confronted 
with a moral and legal challenge, one would have expected to find moral deliberation 
about torture for example on the opinion pages of American newspapers. Given that the 
                                                          
 
171 PEW Research Center for the People and the Press, 2011. United in Remembrance, Divided over Policies Ten Years 
after 9/11. Data was collected August 17-21, 2011. When asked whether torture to gain important information from 
suspected terrorists can be justified, 19% of respondents said it could be justified “often”, while 34% of respondents 
said it could be justified “sometimes”.  
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results of this study indicate a lack of moral discussion in the public sphere, these 
findings support  Condit’s (1987) and Luckman’s (1997) idea of the privatization of 
morality
172
. In addition, for the newspaper sources at least, this lack of moral 
argumentation could have been evidence supporting the kind of self-censorship described 
by the Propaganda
173
 (Herman & Chomsky, 1988) and the Indexing
174
 (Bennett 1990) 
models of press behavior, as well as the political contest model
175
 (Wolfsfeld 2003). As 
the results of this study demonstrate though, the newspaper sources engaged in active 
counter-framing of the administration’s spin of the abuse scandal, which lends empiric 
evidence to Entman’s model of cascading activation.  
This chapter summarizes the findings of this study as they relate to the following 
research questions asked in this dissertation. It closes by discussing the theoretical 
contributions this dissertation makes to the existing body of literature in political 
communication research.   
                                                          
 
172 The term “privatization of morality” refers to the lack of moral terms in the discussion of moral matters. In other 
words, when people come together to discuss moral matters (such as torture and abuse for example), they tend to stay 
away from moral terms.  
173 Herman & Chomsky argue that private media businesses that are run like enterprises rely too much on governmental 
sources for information, which often leads to the coverage of events in favor of the administration’s point of view. 
Criticism of the administration’s actions is only offered if the media pick up on the debate among disagreeing political 
elites (which requires a disagreement among political elites in the first place).  
174 According to this model, journalists covering foreign policy events, tend to index the range of voices debating 
foreign policy in the media according to the range of viewpoints expressed by political elites.  While doing so, the 
media tend to index the opinions expressed by leading governmental officials who are likely to have an influence on 
the decision making process, while they are unlikely to present more extreme points of view expressed by players who 
are likely not to influence the decision making process.   
175 The political contest model rests on the assumptions that the political process is much more likely to influence the 
media (as opposed to the other way around) and that the amount of control that political authorities exercise in the 
political environment has a direct influence on the role and independence of the news media. If political authorities and 
their opinions dominate the political environment, the news media are less likely to independently frame events. If 
authorities lack control and influence, it provides the media with a much greater variety of sources to choose from, and 
consequently increases the opportunity to frame events independently (and contrary to the authorities’ point of view.    
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(1) How do opinion pieces, online discussion groups and blogs discuss the 
revelations of torture in Abu Ghraib? Do they tend to argue in favor or in 
opposition of torture? Do they frame it as the mistreatment done by a few bad 
apples or do they frame it as a systematic policy? 
(2) What tends to be the nature of the debate? Do the arguments used tend to 
represent a moral or a prudential point of view favoring/opposing the practice 
of torture? What are the rhetorical forms of the debate taking place in these 
three parts of the public sphere? 
In Response to Research Question #1: 
The results of this study indicate clear differences, but also a few commonalities 
in the torture debate taking place on newspaper opinion pages, in online discussion 
groups and in blogs. While in all three different forums there was barely any 
argumentation found that supports the use of torture, this does not mean that there was 
always clear opposition to the use of violent treatment expressed (see table 38 below). 
With 77.7% of the sample, on the opinion pages we found a clearly voiced opposition to 
the use of violent treatment. Participants in online discussion groups as well as bloggers 
however did not voice their opinion as clearly. 54.6% of discussion group participants 
and 71.3% of bloggers remained neutral on the topic, meaning, they did not express any 
opinion or used any argumentation that indicated their support or opposition to the use of 
violent treatment.    
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Table 38: In Favor or in Opposition of Torture? 
a 
 Newspaper Opinion 
Pages 
N
176
=593 
Online Discussion 
Groups 
N
177
=456 
Blogs 
N
178
=108 
Pro violent Treatment 31 
5.2%
179
 
32 
7.0% 
1 
0.9% 
Con violent Treatment 461 
77.7% 
179 
39.3% 
28 
25.9% 
Neutral on violent 
treatment/no opinion 
expressed 
101 
17.0% 
249 
54.6% 
77 
71.3% 
a Differences in proportions of opinion across source types were found to be significant based on Fisher’s 
Exact Test (p < .001).  
 
  
Similar to their lack of support for the use of violent treatment, participants in all 
three forums did not pick up on the administration’s frame that Abu Ghraib constituted an 
isolated case for which a few bad apples were responsible. This however does not mean 
that we see clear counter-framing across the public sphere. As table 39 below displays, 
about one quarter of the newspaper opinion pieces coded for this study engaged in active 
counter-framing by arguing that Abu Ghraib is an example of a widespread policy, which 
also violates international laws such as the Geneva Conventions. In online discussion and 
in blogs even less opposition to the administration’s spin of the story was found. Only 
14.8% of bloggers and 12% of discussion group posts argue that the Abu Ghraib abuses 
are examples of a widespread policy. Even less participants challenged the international 
legality of the treatment.    
                                                          
 
176 N here refers the number of opinion pieces in the sample 
177 N here refers to the number of discussion group threads containing relevant posts.  
178 N here refers to the number of individual posts in the blog sample.  
179 Percentages displayed are column percentages (based on N per source category).  
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Table 39: Frame or Counter-frame? 
 Newspaper Opinion 
Pages 
N
180
=593 
Online Discussion 
Groups 
N
181
=117 
Blogs 
N
182
=108 
Abu Ghraib is an 
isolated case (few bad 
apples) 
a 
32 
5.4%
183
 
10 
8.5% 
7 
6.5% 
Abuse is widespread/not 
isolated 
b 
146 
24.6% 
14 
12.0% 
16 
14.8% 
Piece challenges 
international legality of 
treatment 
c 
130 
21.9% 
13 
11.1% 
14 
13.0% 
Piece challenges 
domestic legality of 
treatment 
d 
84 
14.2% 
19 
16.2% 
3 
2.8% 
Piece defends 
international legality of 
treatment 
e 
20 
3.4% 
1 
0.9% 
1 
0.9% 
Piece defends domestic 
legality of treatment 
f 
9 
1.5% 
2 
1.7% 
0 
0.0% 
a
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) revealed no significant between-
subjects factor for source, but a significant within-subjects factor (p < .001). 
b
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) revealed a significant between-
subjects factor for source (“newspaper opinion pages” vs. “online discussion groups”; p = .006), as well as 
a significant within-subjects factor (p < .001).  
c An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) revealed a significant between-subjects 
factor for source (“newspaper opinion pages” vs. “online discussion groups”; p = .02), as well as a 
significant within-subjects factor (p < .001).  
d 
An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) revealed a significant between-subjects 
factor for source ( “blogs” vs. “newspaper opinion pages”; p = .003 and “blogs” vs. “online discussion 
groups”; p = .007), as well as a significant within-subjects factor (p < .001). 
e An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) revealed no significant between-
subjects factor for source, but a significant within-subjects factor (p < .05). 
f
 An analysis of variance with multiple comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) revealed no significant between-
subjects factor for source, but a significant within-subjects factor (p < .05). 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
180 N here refers the number of opinion pieces in the sample. 
181 N here refers to the number of discussion group threads that made relevant posts. 
182 N here refers to the number of individual posts in the blog sample.  
183 Percentages displayed are column percentages (based on N per source category). Argumentative points listed here 
are not mutually exclusive. Since it was coded for the presence and also the absence of these argumentative points 
listed here, percentages do not add up to a total of 100%. 
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In Response to Research Question #2: 
The results indicate three different discussions in three different parts of the 
public sphere. On the newspaper opinion pages, we see a clear opposition to the use of 
violent treatment, paired with at least some counter-framing to the administration’s spin 
of the story. This clear position might be due to the nature of newspaper opinion pieces. 
Opposed to online discussion groups for example, only one author or one editorial board 
is responsible for the publication of one coherently structured message. Consequently, 
arguments are well drafted and carefully worded, leaving less room for interpretation.  
Newspaper pundits preferred prudential argumentation over moral and legal types 
of argument (see table 40 below). As discussed in chapter 4, moral argumentation was 
mostly marginalized to the religious sources on the left and right of the political 
spectrum.  
Conversely, in online discussion groups and blogs, we see a different type of 
discussion. We do not see any clear opposition to the use of torture, and only sporadic 
counter-framing to the administrations frame of the story. When looking into the different 
types of arguments used in the discussion, we see that in both forums, the majority of 
contributions could not be categorized, since the piece either did not make any argument 
at all, or made one that was too incoherent to be classified according to the coding 
scheme used for this study (see table 40 below). Consequently, in these forums, we see 
even less of a moral discussion than on the newspaper opinion pages.  
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Table 40: Moral vs. Prudential Argumentation in the Torture Debate 
a 
 Newspaper Opinion 
Pages 
N
184
=593 
Online Discussion 
Groups 
N
185
=456 
Blogs 
N
186
=108 
Clearly/exclusively 
moral/legal 
argumentation 
86 
14.5%
187
 
40 
8.8% 
9 
8.3% 
Clearly/exclusively 
prudential 
argumentation 
123 
20.7% 
58 
12.7% 
11 
10.2% 
Mixed moral/legal and 
prudential 
argumentation 
73 
12.3% 
33 
7.2% 
13 
12.0% 
Indistinct or unclear 
argumentation 
47 
7.9% 
83 
18.2% 
5 
4.6% 
Piece makes no 
argument that could be 
categorized 
264 
44.5%
 
242 
53.1% 
69 
63.9% 
a 
Differences in proportions of argument types across source categories are statistically significant 2 = 
65.2, df=8, p < 0.001 
 
 
A possible explanation for these differences in between the torture debate on 
newspaper pages, and the torture debate in online communication spaces could be found 
in (1) the tone of the discussion in online forums and (2) the nature of the discussion in 
blogs. 
Opposed to newspaper opinion pieces and blogs, the overall tone in online 
discussion forums was quite hostile (see table 41). Flaming occurred in one third of 
discussion group threads, the use of sarcasm and harsh references to discussion 
opponents’ political party affiliation were common. Consequently, discussion participants 
                                                          
 
184 N here refers the number of opinion pieces in the sample 
185 N here refers to the number of relevant posts in the online discussion sample. 
186 N here refers to the number of individual posts in the blog sample.  
187 Percentages displayed are column percentages (based on N per source category).  
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were at least to some extend preoccupied with either making those harsh references or 
defending themselves, which might have taken their attention away from making more 
arguments related to the issue at hand. In addition, this harsh communication 
environment might also have caused discussion participants to abstain from sharing their 
opinion – perhaps out of fear of being the next victim of the next verbal attack by a 
fellow discussion group member. 
 
Table 41: Use of Flaming and Sarcasm as Rhetorical Tools in Torture Debate 
 Online Discussion 
Groups 
N
188
=117 
Blogs 
N
189
=108 
Flaming occurs in piece 39 
33.3%
190
 
Not existent
191
 
Use of sarcasm to 
defend use of violent 
treatment  
13 
11.1% 
0 
0.0% 
Use of sarcasm to 
oppose the use of 
violent treatment 
14 
12.0% 
3 
2.8% 
General use of sarcasm 
as rhetorical tool 
24 
20.5% 
1 
0.9% 
Reference to Liberals to 
defend treatment 
25 
21.4% 
3 
2.8% 
Reference to 
Conservatives to oppose 
treatment 
19 
16.2% 
4 
3.7% 
Note: Differences in proportions between online discussion groups and blogs are 
statistically significant. A repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant between-
subjects factor for source (i.e., online discussion groups vs. blogs), but no significant 
within-subjects factor.  
                                                          
 
188 N here refers to the number of discussion group threads that made relevant posts. 
189 N here refers to the number of individual posts in the blog sample.  
190 Percentages displayed are column percentages (based on N per source category). 
191 Flaming here is defined as “hostile or even insulting exchange in between users of opposing opinion”, which 
requires that we in fact look at a communication act in between at least two participants, which was not given in the 
sample of blogs coded.  
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This rough climate however could not be found in the blogosphere. Similar to the 
newspaper opinion pages, we here typically have one author who is responsible for the 
blog post they publish. Similar to pundits on newspaper pages, we see a clearly structured 
message, which does not get interrupted or sidetracked by interferences from other 
discussion group members
192
. However, similar to online discussion, in blogs we see a 
certain reluctance to express a clear opinion, combined with an overwhelming number of 
blog posts using unclear argumentation that could not be categorized according to the 
coding scheme. A possible explanation here is instead of the nature and climate of the 
discussion, as we saw it in online discussion forums, perhaps the focus of the debate.  
Interestingly, the focus of the discussion varies greatly among the three different 
parts of the public sphere. While on the newspaper opinion pages the focus is on the 
actual Abu Ghraib revelations, discussion group participants focus on each other. 
Bloggers however tended to make the role of the media their focus. As discussed in 
chapter 6 of this dissertation, more than one fifth of blog posts criticized the media, 
hereby using two different types of arguments. The liberal blogs criticized the media for 
not covering Abu Ghraib in sufficient detail, while the conservative blogs accused the 
media of being unpatriotric due to their extended coverage of the Abu Ghraib abuses that 
some conservative bloggers regarded as damaging to the country and its reputation. 
   
                                                          
 
192 Of course blogs also offer the opportunity for discussion. However, typically readers post a comment after an entire 
blog post has been published, which is different from the online discussion groups in which we see more of a back and 
forth similar to an online conversation.  
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By answering the research questions listed above, this dissertation contributes to 
the existing body of literature in political communication by answering the following 
essential questions: 
(1) Did the mainstream print media discuss the moral and legal issues at stake in 
favor or in opposition to the administration’s frame as consistent with the 
Indexing
193
 and Cascade
194
 models of press behavior (see Bennett 1990, and 
Entman 2003)?   
(2) Was there any broader discussion in online discussion groups and in the 
blogosphere as would be consistent with their greater approximation of 
Habermas’s ideal speech situation195(See Habermas 1993)?  
(3) Do we see evidence for or counter to Luckman’s claim that morality has been 
privatized? (see Luckman 1997) and can a spiral of silence be observed in the 
debate about torture?  
 
                                                          
 
193 According to this model, journalists covering foreign policy events, tend to index the range of voices debating 
foreign policy in the media according to the range of viewpoints expressed by political elites.  While doing so, the 
media tend to index the opinions expressed by leading governmental officials who are likely to have an influence on 
the decision making process, while they are unlikely to present more extreme points of view expressed by players who 
are likely not to influence the decision making process.   
194 Instead of assuming a straight flow of information from political representatives which is mirrored by media 
coverage, the model of Cascading Activation model assumes several – possibly reciprocal – steps from the White 
House over political representatives to the media and from there finally to the public. On each level, individuals can 
influence each other through critical conversation, consequently shaping the point of view that is eventually presented 
in the media. Consequently, according to this model, the elite media are not only are able to frame a news story 
contrary to the administration’s spin,  but also do offer a critical debate of the issues at hand that might consequently 
even contribute to public opinion formation. 
195 According to Habermas, the public sphere should constitute an ideal speech situation, which shows the following 
three main characteristics: (1) the equal access of all participants who would like to participate independent of their 
official rank, political, social or monetary power; (2) the diversity of topics and opinions discussed, meaning that any 
issue can be raised for public debate; and (3) reciprocity, meaning the degree to which a conversation is a real 
discussion rather than just a monologue.  Only under those ideal circumstances, can collective will formation take place 
– based on reason rather than rank or power, which ultimately leaves the public decision-making process to the better 
argument.  
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Theoretical Contribution #1: 
The results of this study show that the opinion pieces overwhelmingly argued in 
opposition to violent treatment. They not only opposed the Abu Ghraib abuses in itself, 
they also counter-framed the administration’s frame of the scandal. According to the 
majority of opinion pieces examined, the mistreatment was a widespread phenomenon 
that was made possible by a higher level policy for which the George W. Bush 
administration accounts responsible. In this regard, the findings lend support to the 
Cascade Model of press behavior, which argues that the press will counterframe a 
political event even in the absence of political elite opposition, as long as the event or 
policy in itself is counter to the nation’s self-image. In the case of Abu Ghraib, one can 
certainly argue that the event opposed the American self-image, especially given that this 
opposition to American values and the concerns with America’s standing as a moral 
authority in the world were used as prominent arguments to oppose the use of enhanced 
interrogation methods.  
 
Theoretical Contribution #2: 
This study’s findings support this idea of a broader discussion in online 
communication spaces as consistent with the idea of Habermas’ ideal speech situation. 
Given that eight new argumentative points were found in the online discussion that were 
missing from the newspaper opinion pages, one can argue that the discussion was broader 
than in the American newspapers. However, it is not only the variety of topics brought up 
in online discussion groups, it is also the variety of voices that contribute to online 
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discussion that lends support to the idea of the greater approximation of the ideal speech 
situation. According to the results of this study, online discussion seemed to allow voices 
to be heard that were not found on the opinion pages. For example the perspective of 
active and former members of the American armed forces was something completely new 
to online discussion. While these were missing from the newspaper discussion, in online 
discussion they were present enough to even warrant a separate group category for 
military discussion groups exclusively
196
.  
New to the discussion in the blogosphere was (1) the discussion of the role of the 
media and (2) the discussion of the appropriate punishment of those responsible for the 
Abu Ghraib mistreatment. Neither the opinion pages nor online discussion participants 
talked much about the role of the media. While pundits on newspaper opinion pages were 
probably reluctant to discuss their own role in breaking and covering the story, 
participant in online discussion were too focused on criticizing each other instead of 
focusing on an outside entity such as the media.  
Again similar to what we have seen in online discussion already, the open-
participation nature of blogs also allows voices to be heard which would have no, or only 
limited access to newspaper opinion pages. Blogs such as for example A Soldier’s 
Perspective allowed for the perspective of members of the military to be heard. This 
variety which seems new to online forums lends further support to Habermas’ idea of the 
greater approximation of the ideal speech situation as characteristic for the online public 
sphere.  
                                                          
 
196 See Appendix B, table 43 for details on the distribution of threads among group categories.  
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Theoretical Contribution #3: 
The findings of this study offer support for the idea of a privatization of morality. 
Given that this is a cross-sectional study, it is not measuring whether moral 
argumentation is disappearing from public discourse. However, as explained earlier, the 
near absence of moral argumentation from online discussion and blogs (see table 40) and 
it’s marginalization to the religious sources on the newspaper option pages indicate that 
morality is simply not a factor in mainstream public discourse. Similar to what Condit 
(1999) and Luckman (1997) predicted, true moral argument, assuming that it used to be a 
factor in public debate, is continuously replaced by a technical rationality that tends to 
dominate public discourse. The fact that prudential arguments were the most commonly 
found types of arguments used in the torture debate only supports this hypothesis.  
To answer the question whether evidence for the existence of a spiral of silence 
was found, we once again need to integrate these findings with the theoretical model 
presented in chapter 1 of this dissertation
197. As explained before, newspaper pundits’ 
tendency to avoid moral arguments, leads to the perceived public opinion that morality is 
not an appropriate factor in the discussion of torture. This results in a spiral of silence 
(silencing moral arguments), which gets picked up by individual citizens blogging as well 
                                                          
 
197 To summarize the theoretical framework that guides this dissertation, one needs to think of the privatization of 
morality as a social current, which leads to an absence of moral discourse on the societal level. The pundit writing for 
the newspaper cannot only be seen as a professional working for a news organization, but must also be seen as an 
individual member of society, who picks up on this tendency of privatized morality and consequently starts to avoid 
hard-hitting moral arguments. S/he either avoids them altogether or softens them in morally muted ways. This now 
leads to the perceived public opinion that morality is not an appropriate factor in the discussion of torture. This results 
in a spiral of silence (silencing moral arguments), which gets picked up by individual citizens contributing to online 
discussions or blogs, thereby consequently reinforcing the privatization of morality, and ultimately dissuading people 
from talking about torture in moral terms.    
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as contributing to online discussion groups. Consequently, bloggers as well as those 
contributing to online discussion avoid the use of moral arguments as well.  
The overwhelming number of discussion threads that cited newspaper articles 
lends additional support to this hypothesis. As discussed, 92.4% of threads referenced at 
least one article, with the majority of them being news articles and newspaper opinion 
pieces. In addition, nearly 40% of blogs referenced an outside source. This shows that 
online discussion participants as well as bloggers heavily rely on newspapers as source of 
information and probably also as a tool to help form an opinion. If pundits however do 
not frame a moral matter such as torture in moral terms, consequently individual citizens 
contributing to discussion taking place in online communication spaces after they read 
the newspaper opinion pages do the same. The result is a spiral that silences moral 
argumentation. Consequently, and in agreement with Luckman’s thesis, morality is 
absent from public discourse. 
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Appendix A: Coding Instruments 
 
Figure 2: Codesheet Used for Data Collection of Opinion Pieces and Editorials 
MACRO-VARIABLES 
 
Code for Presence/absence of 
variable: 1 = yes; 0 = no 
Position on War in Iraq (1=pro; 2=con; 3=neither/nor)  
Position on violent treatment (1=pro; 2=con; 3=neither/nor)  
Makes sustained argument for/against violent treatment
198
  
Violent treatment is part of a larger point the piece is making  
Sustained argument
199
 about critics of violent treatment  
Sustained argument about command structure  
Sustained argument about some other aspect of violent 
treatment 
 
Sustained argument about administration  
MICRO-VARIABLES  Code for Presence/absence of 
variable: 1 = yes; 0 = no 
Moral/Legal
200
 Arguments Against Violent Treatment 
Violent treatment is inhumane  
Violent treatment is a violation of human rights  
Violent treatment is against humanitarian values  
Violent treatment is against American values  
Piece takes for granted that violent treatment is wrong  
Considers violent treatment categorically wrong 
(deontological/Kantian) 
 
Piece challenges domestic legality of violent treatment  
Piece challenges international legality of violent treatment   
Violent treatment creates a bad moral climate (opens door)  
Prudential Arguments Against Violent Treatment 
Piece raises America’s image/moral authority  
Violent treatment destroys America’s image/moral authority  
Violent treatment endangers American soldiers/prisoners  
Violent treatment fuels insurgency/damages success of war 
on terror  
 
Violent treatment is a victory for terrorists/Al-Quaida  
Piece questions effectiveness of violent treatment to extract 
information 
 
No guarantee to get accurate information  
Comparison with totalitarian torturers (Stalin, Hitler, etc.)  
                                                          
 
198
 “violent treatment” here refers to the prisoner abuse scandal in Abu Ghraib, no matter whether the piece calls is 
“abuse”, “torture” or “mistreatment”.  
199
 “Sustained argument” in this context means that the piece is making an argument of at least one paragraph in 
length.  
200
 As explained in chapter1 of this dissertation, moral and legal types of argument are categorized together. As 
described, the moral argument is normative in nature – so is the legal one. 
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Moral/Legal Arguments in Favor of Violent Treatment 
Moral utilitarian (piece argues for greater good)  
Piece defends domestic legality of violent treatment  
Piece defends international legality of violent treatment   
Prudential Arguments in Favor of Violent Treatment 
Piece argues for the need of force  
Argues for use of violent treatment to extract information  
Prisoner combatants are unlawful  
Demonization of enemy  
Neutral
201
 Argumentative Points 
Piece talks about detainment  
Piece talks about accountability  
Piece raises national security  
Discussion of evidence  
Definitional issues: what is torture?  
Piece makes distinction between mandated rough treatment 
and isolated abuses 
 
Piece speaks specifically about costs/benefits of violent 
treatment 
 
Passing criticism of critics  
Discussion of who we are as opposed to who we appear to be  
Abu Ghraib scandal is an isolated case (few bad apples)  
Current violent treatment is widespread/not isolated  
Piece makes a legal argument  
Overall Type of Argument Used in Piece 
Clearly and exclusively moral/legal argument  
Clearly and exclusively prudential argument  
Indistinct or unclear argument   
Mixed prudential and moral/legal argument  
Morally muted argument  
 
                                                          
 
201
 “Neutral” here referring to an argumentative point that neither supports nor opposes the use of violent 
treatment. 
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Figure 3: Codesheet Used for Data Collection of Online Discussion Group Threads 
General Information about Thread Code for Presence/absence of 
variable: 1 = yes; 0 = no 
Thread Number  
Group name  
Group Category  
Date Thread started  
Size of Thread (# of messages)  
Does Thread reference an article? (1=yes, 0=no)  
Thread cites Elite paper  
# of News Articles Cited  
# of Opinion Pieces Cited  
# of other sources cited  
# of relevant posts  
# of first relevant post  
# of participants making relevant posts  
Challenges facts/reasoning of cited article  
Defends facts/reasoning of cited article  
General discussion of cited article  
Position on Treatment 
# of relevant
202
 posts
203
 arguing in favor of violent treatment 
204
 
 
# of relevant post arguing against violent treatment   
# of relevant posts neither arguing in favor nor in opposition 
of violent treatment  
 
Type of Argument 
# of relevant posts
205
 overall using moral argument  
# of relevant posts overall using prudential argument  
# of relevant posts using mixed argument   
# of relevant posts using unclear argument   
# of relevant posts that could not be categorized as any of the 
above 
 
                                                          
 
202
 It was distinguished in between relevant and irrelevant individual posts, with relevant posts being those that 
included content related to the issue at stake. Posts that didn’t relate to the Abu Ghraib revelations were classified as 
irrelevant.  
203
 Even though “threads” were the unit of analysis for the online discussion group portion of this study, here the 
single posts were coded for their position on the use of violent treatment. Since usually more than one person 
contributed to an online discussion, it would otherwise not have been possible to evaluate the discussion 
participants’ opinion on the use of violent treatment.  
204
 “Violent treatment” here refers to the prisoner abuse scandal in Abu Ghraib, no matter whether the piece calls is 
“abuse”, “torture” or “mistreatment”. 
205
 Even though “threads” were the unit of analysis for the online discussion group portion of this study, here the 
single posts were coded for the nature of their arguments. Since one participant might have used exclusively moral 
arguments, followed by someone with mixed arguments, followed by someone bringing up overly prudential 
arguments, it would otherwise not been possible to evaluate the use of the different types of arguments used in a 
discussion thread.  
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Rhetorical Tools 
Does flaming occur?  
Use of Sarcasm as rhetorical response to defend the use of 
violent treatment 
 
Use of sarcasm as rhetorical response to oppose the use of 
violent treatment  
 
Unspecified use of sarcasm  
Reference to Liberals in order to defend violent treatment  
Reference to Conservatives in order to oppose violent 
treatment 
 
Neutral
206
 Argumentative Points Mentioned in Thread 
Talks about accountability  
Raises national security  
Discussion of Evidence  
Definitional issues: what is torture?  
Makes distinction between mandated rough treatment and 
Abu Ghraib abuses 
 
Speaks specifically about costs/benefits of treatment  
Discussion of who we are (as opposed to who we appear to 
be) 
 
Argument about critics of violent treatment   
Argument about command structure  
Argument about administration  
Accuses Administration of lying/deceiving  
“You are a traitor" as criticism of critic  
Criticism of American People  
Talks about respect for other cultures  
Abu Ghraib wasn't that bad/Wasn't torture  
Defends Bush/Administration   
Abu Ghraib/Guantanamo is an isolated case (few bad apples)  
Abuse is widespread/systematic/not isolated  
Makes a legal argument  
Reference to Military Rules/Military Code of Conduct  
Moral/Legal
207
 Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Violent treatment is inhumane  
Treatment is violation of human rights  
Treatment is against humanitarian values  
Against traditional American values  
Takes for granted that torture/treatment is wrong or says that 
it is simply wrong 
 
Treatment is categorically wrong/deontological/Kantian  
Challenges domestic legality of treatment  
                                                          
 
206
 “Neutral” here referring to an argumentative point that neither supports nor opposes the use of violent 
treatment. 
207
 As explained in chapter1 of this dissertation, moral and legal types of argument are categorized together. As 
described, the moral argument is normative in nature – so is the legal one. 
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Challenges international legality of treatment  
Creation of bad moral climate (Opens door)  
Prudential Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Raises America's image/moral authority/others hating 
America as consequence of Abu Ghraib 
 
Violent treatment destroys America's moral authority/image  
Violent treatment endangers American soldiers/prisoners  
Treatment fuels insurgency or terrorism/damages success of 
war on terror 
 
Violent treatment is victory for terrorists/Al-Quaida  
Questions effectiveness of treatment to extract information  
No guaranty to get accurate information  
Comparison with totalitarian torturers (Stalin, Hitler, etc.)  
Prisoners are innocent/suspects/not proven guilty  
Moral/Legal Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Moral utilitarian (greater good)  
Defends domestic legality of treatment  
Defends international legality of treatment  
Prudential Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Argues for the need of force  
Argues for use of violent treatment to extract information  
Prisoner combatants are unlawful  
Demonization of enemy  
American Lives are worth more than others  
Prisoners are terrorists  
Reference to Pressure of war to defend what happened  
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Figure 4: Codesheet Used for Data Collection of Blog Posts 
General Information about Blog Post Code for Presence/absence of 
variable: 1 = yes; 0 = no 
Blog Number  
Blog name  
Author’s name  
Date published  
Blog category  
Does post reference an article? (1=yes, 0=no)  
Post cites Elite paper  
Post cites news article  
Post cites opinion piece  
Post cites other source  
Challenges facts/reasoning of cited article  
Defends facts/reasoning of cited article  
General discussion of cited article  
Position on Treatment 
Post argues in favor of the use of violent treatment 
208
  
Post argues against the use of violent treatment   
Post argues neither in favor nor in opposition of violent 
treatment  
 
Type of Argument 
Post uses overall moral argument  
Post uses overall prudential argument  
Post uses mixed argument   
Post uses unclear argument   
Post makes no argument/could not be categorized as any of 
the above 
 
Rhetorical Tools 
Use of Sarcasm as rhetorical response to defend the use of 
violent treatment 
 
Use of sarcasm as rhetorical response to oppose the use of 
violent treatment  
 
Unspecified use of sarcasm  
Reference to Liberals in order to defend violent treatment   
Reference to Conservatives in order to oppose violent 
treatment  
 
Neutral
209
 Argumentative Points Mentioned in Thread 
Post criticizes media coverage in general  
Post criticizes media coverage as unpatriotic/damaging  
Post criticizes media for insufficient coverage  
                                                          
 
208
 “Violent treatment” here refers to the prisoner abuse scandal in Abu Ghraib, no matter whether the piece calls is 
“abuse”, “torture” or “mistreatment”. 
209
 “Neutral” here referring to an argumentative point that neither supports nor opposes the use of violent 
treatment. 
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General criticism of Liberals/Democrats  
General Criticism of Republicans/Conservatives  
Talks about accountability  
Raises national security  
Discussion of Evidence  
Definitional issues: what is torture?  
Makes distinction between mandated rough treatment and 
Abu Ghraib abuses 
 
Speaks specifically about costs/benefits of treatment  
Discussion of who we are (as opposed to who we appear to 
be) 
 
Argument about critics of violent treatment   
Argument about command structure  
Argument about administration  
Accuses Administration of lying/deceiving  
Criticism of American People  
Talks about respect for other cultures  
Abu Ghraib wasn't that bad/Wasn't torture  
Defends Bush/Administration   
Abu Ghraib/Guantanamo is an isolated case (few bad apples)  
Abuse is widespread/systematic/not isolated  
Bad apples have been sentenced/punished  
Punishment/Clean-up not far-reaching/serious enough  
Makes a legal argument  
Reference to Military Rules/Military Code of Conduct  
Moral/Legal
210
 Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Violent treatment is inhumane  
Treatment is violation of human rights  
Treatment is against humanitarian values  
Against traditional American values  
Takes for granted that torture/treatment is wrong or says that 
it is simply wrong 
 
Treatment is categorically wrong/deontological/Kantian  
Challenges domestic legality of treatment  
Challenges international legality of treatment  
Creation of bad moral climate (Opens door)  
Prudential Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Raises America's image/moral authority/others hating 
America as consequence of Abu Ghraib 
 
Violent treatment destroys America's moral authority/image  
Violent treatment endangers American soldiers/prisoners  
Treatment fuels insurgency or terrorism/damages success of 
war on terror 
 
Violent treatment is victory for terrorists/Al-Quaida  
                                                          
 
210
 As explained in chapter1 of this dissertation, moral and legal types of argument are categorized together. As 
described, the moral argument is normative in nature – so is the legal one. 
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Questions effectiveness of treatment to extract information  
No guaranty to get accurate information  
Comparison with totalitarian torturers (Stalin, Hitler, etc.)  
Prisoners are innocent/suspects/not proven guilty  
Moral/Legal Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Moral utilitarian (greater good)  
Defends domestic legality of treatment  
Defends international legality of treatment  
Prudential Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Argues for the need of force  
Argues for use of violent treatment to extract information  
Prisoner combatants are unlawful  
Demonization of enemy  
American Lives are worth more than others  
Prisoners are terrorists  
Reference to Pressure of war to defend what happened  
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Appendix B: Data Collection and Samples 
 
Table 42: Distribution of Opinion Pieces by Newspaper Category 
Publication Category Publication Title # of Pieces Collected % of Sample 
Religious Left 
N=15 
2.5% of sample 
Commonweal 
Tikkun 
Christian Century 
8 
3 
4 
1.3% 
0.5% 
0.7% 
Secular Left 
N=45 
7.6% of sample 
American Prospect 
The Nation 
The Progressive 
In These Times 
4 
25 
6 
10 
0.7% 
4.2% 
1.0% 
1.7% 
Mainstream Non-
Elite 
N=191 
32.2% of sample 
Atlanta Journal Const. 
Tampa Tribune 
Times Picayune 
Denver Post 
Houston Chronicle 
Boston Globe 
Chicago Sun Times 
San Francisco 
Chronicle 
16 
10 
8 
27 
12 
57 
34 
27 
2.7% 
1.7% 
1.3% 
4.5% 
2.0% 
9.6% 
5.7% 
4.6% 
Elite Papers 
N=245 
41.3% of sample 
Christ. Science 
Monitor 
Washington Post 
The New York Times 
Time Magazine 
Newsweek 
28 
94 
103 
7 
13 
4.7% 
15.9% 
17.4% 
1.2% 
2.2% 
Secular Right 
N=90 
15.2% of sample 
Wall Street Journal 
Weekly Standard 
National Review 
40 
6 
44 
6.7% 
1% 
7.4% 
Religious Right 
N=7 
1.2% of sample 
Commentary 
Christianity Today 
2 
5 
0.3% 
0.8% 
Total  593 100% 
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Table 43: Distribution of Discussion Group Threads among Group Categories  
Discussion Group 
Category 
Number of 
Threads per 
Category
211
 
Percentage of 
Threads per 
Sample 
Number of 
Groups per 
Category
212
 
Percentage of 
Groups per 
Sample 
Politics 90 42.9% 28 28.9% 
Bush/Administration 19 9.0% 3 3.1% 
Culture 25 11.9% 15 15.5% 
General  36 17.1% 29 29.9% 
Religion 16 7.6% 7 7.2% 
Lifestyle/Entertainment 13 6.2% 9 9.3% 
Military 11 5.2% 6 6.2% 
Total 210 100% 97 100% 
 
 
 
 
Table 44: Top Ten Online Discussion Groups 
Name of Group Category Number of 
Threads 
% of Sample 
Alt.society.liberalism Politics  10  4.8% 
Alt.politics.bush Bush/Administration 10 4.8% 
Alt.politics Politics  9 4.3% 
Misc.activism.progressive Politics 8 3.8% 
Alt.impeach.bush Bush/Administration 8 3.8% 
Alt.politics.liberalism Politics  6 2.9% 
Talk.politics.misc Politics  6 2.9% 
Alt.fan.rush-limbaugh Politics  5 2.4% 
Uk.current-events.terrorism Politics  5 2.4% 
Alt.religion.islam Religion  5  2.4% 
Total  72 threads 34.3% of sample 
 
  
                                                          
 
211
 Meaning, the number of entire discussion group threads per discussion group category. For example, 
90 discussion group threads were posted in discussion groups that were categorized as political ones. 
These 90 threads accounted for 42.9% of the entire sample.   
212
 Meaning, the number of discussion groups that formed one group category. For example, the category 
“political groups” consisted of 28 individual discussion groups, which were categorized as political. These 
28 individual groups made up 28.9% of the entire sample.  
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Table 45: The Sample of Blog Posts 
Name of Blog Blog Category # of Posts related to 
Abu Ghraib abuses 
Percentage of entire 
sample 
Little Green Footballs Top 10 Conservative 17 15.7% 
Michelle Malkin Top 10 Conservative 3 2.8% 
Redstate Top 10 Conservative 8 7.4% 
Sister Toldjah Top 10 Conservative 2 1.9% 
Bag News Notes Top 10 Liberal 7 6.5% 
Crooks and Liars Top 10 Liberal  7 6.5% 
Daily Kos Top 10 Liberal 44 40.7% 
Talking Points Memo Top 10 Liberal  4 3.7% 
A Soldier’s 
Perspective 
Top 10 Iraq & War 7 6.5% 
The Washington Note Top 10 Foreign Policy 9 8.3% 
  
247 
 
 
Appendix C: Intercoder Reliability 
 
Table 46: Intercoder Reliability for Opinion Pieces and Editorials 
 
 
Interrater 
Reliability  
%-Agreement 
Perreault & 
Leigh’s I 
Reliability I 
(lower bound) 
MACRO-VARIABLES 
Position on War in Iraq 77.5% 0.82 0.70 
Position on violent treatment 92.5% 0.94 0.87 
Makes sustained argument for/against 
violent treatment
213
 
80% 0.77 0.64 
Violent treatment is part of a larger point 
the piece is making 
82.5% 0.81 0.69 
Sustained argument
214
 about critics of 
violent treatment 
87.5% 0.87 0.77 
Sustained argument about command 
structure 
92.5% 0.92 0.84 
Sustained argument about administration 77.5% 0.74 0.60 
MICRO-VARIABLES 
Moral/Legal
215
 Arguments Against Treatment 
Violent treatment is inhumane 80% 0.77 0.64 
Violent treatment is a violation of human 
rights 
87.5% 0.87 0.77 
Violent treatment is against humanitarian 
values 
90% 0.89 0.79 
Violent treatment is against American 
values 
90% 0.89 0.79 
Piece takes for granted that violent 
treatment is wrong 
77.5% 0.74 0.60 
Considers violent treatment categorically 
wrong (deontological/Kantian) 
95% 0.95 0.88 
Piece challenges domestic legality of 
violent treatment 
85% 0.84 0.73 
Piece challenges international legality of 
violent treatment  
85% 0.84 0.73 
Violent treatment creates a bad moral 
climate (opens door) 
90% 0.89 0.79 
Prudential Arguments Against Violent Treatment 
                                                          
 
213
 “Violent treatment” here refers to the prisoner abuse scandal in Abu Ghraib, no matter whether the piece calls is 
“abuse”, “torture” or “mistreatment”.  
214
 “Sustained argument” in this context means that the piece is making an argument of at least one paragraph in 
length.  
215
 As explained in chapter 1 of this dissertation, moral and legal types of argument are categorized together. As 
described, the moral argument is normative in nature – so is the legal one.  
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Piece raises America’s image/moral 
authority 
80% 0.77 0.64 
Violent treatment destroys America’s 
image/moral authority 
82.5% 0.81 0.69 
Violent treatment endangers American 
soldiers/prisoners 
92.5% 0.92 0.84 
Violent treatment fuels 
insurgency/damages success of war on 
terror  
92.5% 0.92 0.84 
Violent treatment is a victory for 
terrorists/Al-Quaida 
95% 0.95 0.88 
Piece questions effectiveness of violent 
treatment to extract information 
95% 0.95 0.88 
No guarantee to get accurate information 97.5% 0.97 0.92 
Comparison with totalitarian torturers 
(Stalin, Hitler, etc.) 
90% 0.89 0.79 
Moral/Legal Arguments in Favor of Violent Treatment 
Moral utilitarian (piece argues for greater 
good) 
100% 1.0 1.0 
Piece defends domestic legality of violent 
treatment 
100% 1.0 1.0 
Piece defends international legality of 
violent treatment  
92.5% 0.92 0.84 
Prudential Arguments in Favor of Violent Treatment 
Piece argues for the need of force 100% 1.0 1.0 
Argues for use of violent treatment to 
extract information 
95% 0.95 0.88 
Prisoner combatants are unlawful 92.5% 0.92 0.84 
Demonization of enemy 87.5% 0.87 0.77 
Neutral
216
 Argumentative Points 
Piece talks about detainment 80% 0.77 0.64 
Piece talks about accountability 90% 0.89 0.79 
Piece raises national security 87.5% 0.87 0.77 
Discussion of evidence 85% 0.84 0.73 
Definitional issues: what is torture? 95% 0.95 0.88 
Piece makes distinction between 
mandated rough treatment and isolated 
abuses 
82.5% 0.81 0.69 
Piece speaks specifically about 
costs/benefits of violent treatment 
95% 0.95 0.88 
Passing criticism of critics 97.5% 0.97 0.92 
Discussion of who we are as opposed to 
who we appear to be 
92.5% 0.92 0.84 
Abu Ghraib scandal is an isolated case 
(few bad apples) 
95% 0.95 0.88 
                                                          
 
216
 “Neutral” here referring to an argumentative point that neither supports nor opposes the use of violent treatment. 
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Current violent treatment is 
widespread/not isolated 
80% 0.77 0.64 
Piece makes a legal argument 92.5% 0.92 0.84 
Overall Type of Argument Used in Piece 
Clearly and exclusively moral/legal 
argument 
87.5% 0.87 0.77 
Clearly and exclusively prudential 
argument 
77.5% 0.74 0.60 
Indistinct or unclear argument  75% 0.71 0.57 
Mixed prudential and moral/legal 
argument 
85% 0.84 0.73 
Morally muted argument 97.5% 0.97 0.92 
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Table 47: Intercoder Reliability for Online Discussion Group Threads 
 Inter-rater 
Reliability  
%-Agreement 
Perreault & 
Leigh’s I 
Reliability 
I  
(lower 
bound) 
General Information about Thread 
Size of Thread (# of messages) 90% .89 0.75 
Does Thread reference an article? (1=yes, 0=no) 100% 1.0 1.0 
Thread cites Elite paper 90% .89 0.75 
# of News Articles Cited 90% .89 0.75 
# of Opinion Pieces Cited 90% .89 0.75 
# of other sources cited 90% .89 0.75 
# of relevant posts 90% .89 0.75 
# of first relevant post 90% .89 0.75 
# of participants making relevant posts 85% .84 0.68 
Challenges facts/reasoning of cited article 100% 1.0 1.0 
Defends facts/reasoning of cited article 95% .95 0.85 
General discussion of cited article 90% .89 0.75 
Position on Treatment 
# of relevant
217
 posts
218
 arguing in favor of 
violent treatment 
219
 
90% .89 0.75 
# of relevant post arguing against violent 
treatment  
85% .84 0.68 
# of relevant posts neither arguing in favor nor 
in opposition of violent treatment  
90% .89 0.75 
Type of Argument 
# of relevant posts
220
 overall using moral 
argument 
90% .89 0.75 
# of relevant posts overall using prudential 
argument 
95% .95 0.85 
# of relevant posts using mixed argument  95% .95 0.85 
# of relevant posts using unclear argument  90% .89 0.75 
Rhetorical Tools 
                                                          
 
217
 It was distinguished in between relevant and irrelevant individual posts, with relevant posts being those that 
included content related to the issue at stake. Posts that didn’t relate to the Abu Ghraib revelations were classified as 
irrelevant.  
218
 Even though “threads” were the unit of analysis for the online discussion group portion of this study, here the 
single posts were coded for their position on the use of violent treatment. Since usually more than one person 
contributes to an online discussion, it would otherwise not been possible to evaluate the discussion participants’ 
opinion on the use of violent treatment.  
219
 “Violent treatment” here refers to the prisoner abuse scandal in Abu Ghraib, no matter whether the piece calls is 
“abuse”, “torture” or “mistreatment”. 
220
 Even though “threads” were the unit of analysis for the online discussion group portion of this study, here the 
single posts were coded for the nature of their arguments. Since one participant might have used exclusively moral 
arguments, followed by someone with mixed arguments, followed by someone bringing up overly prudential 
arguments, it would otherwise not been possible to evaluate the use of the different types of arguments used in a 
discussion thread.  
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Does flaming occur? 100% 1.0 1.0 
Use of Sarcasm as rhetorical response to defend 
the use of violent treatment 
95% .95 0.85 
Use of sarcasm as rhetorical response to oppose 
the use of violent treatment  
90% .89 0.75 
Unspecified use of sarcasm 95% .95 0.85 
Reference to Liberals in order to defend violent 
treatment  
95% .95 0.85 
Reference to Conservatives in order to oppose 
violent treatment  
95% .95 0.85 
Neutral
221
 Argumentative Points Mentioned in Thread 
Talks about accountability 90% .89 0.75 
Raises national security 95% .95 0.85 
Discussion of Evidence 90% .89 0.75 
Definitional issues: what is torture? 95% .95 0.85 
Makes distinction between mandated rough 
treatment and Abu Ghraib abuses 
100% 1.0 1.0 
Speaks specifically about costs/benefits of 
treatment 
100% 1.0 1.0 
Discussion of who we are (as opposed to who 
we appear to be) 
95% .95 0.85 
Argument about critics of violent treatment  95% .95 0.85 
Argument about command structure 95% .95 0.85 
Argument about administration 95% .95 0.85 
Accuses Administration of lying/deceiving 100% 1.0 1.0 
“You are a traitor" as criticism of critic 100% 1.0 1.0 
Criticism of American People 90% .89 0.75 
Talks about respect for other cultures 95% .95 0.85 
Abu Ghraib wasn't that bad/Wasn't torture 90% .89 0.75 
Defends Bush/Administration  90% .89 0.75 
Abu Ghraib/Guantanamo is an isolated case 
(few bad apples) 
95% .95 0.85 
Abuse is widespread/systematic/not isolated 95% .95 0.85 
Makes a legal argument 95% .95 0.85 
Reference to Military Rules/Military Code of 
Conduct 
100% 1.0 1.0 
Moral/Legal
222
 Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Violent treatment is inhumane 100% 1.0 1.0 
Treatment is violation of human rights 100% 1.0 1.0 
Treatment is against humanitarian values 100% 1.0 1.0 
Against traditional American values 100% 1.0 1.0 
Takes for granted that torture/treatment is 
wrong or says that it is simply wrong 
90% .89 0.75 
                                                          
 
221
 “Neutral” here referring to an argumentative point that neither supports nor opposes the use of violent treatment. 
222
 As explained in chapter 1 of this dissertation, moral and legal types of argument are categorized together. As 
described, the moral argument is normative in nature – so is the legal one. 
252 
 
 
Treatment is categorically 
wrong/deontological/Kantian 
95% .95 0.85 
Challenges domestic legality of treatment 95% .95 0.85 
Challenges international legality of treatment 90% .89 0.75 
Creation of bad moral climate (Opens door) 100% 1.0 1.0 
Prudential Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Raises America's image/moral authority/others 
hating America as consequence of Abu Ghraib 
95% .95 0.85 
Violent treatment destroys America's moral 
authority/image 
100% 1.0 1.0 
Violent treatment endangers American 
soldiers/prisoners 
95% .95 0.85 
Treatment fuels insurgency or 
terrorism/damages success of war on terror 
95% .95 0.85 
Violent treatment is victory for terrorists/Al-
Quaida 
95% .95 0.85 
Questions effectiveness of treatment to extract 
information 
100% 1.0 1.0 
No guaranty to get accurate information 95% .95 0.85 
Comparison with totalitarian torturers (Stalin, 
Hitler, etc.) 
95% .95 0.85 
Prisoners are innocent/suspects/not proven 
guilty 
95% .95 0.85 
Moral/Legal Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Moral utilitarian (greater good) 90% .95 0.75 
Defends domestic legality of treatment 85% .84 0.68 
Defends international legality of treatment 95% .95 0.85 
Prudential Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Argues for the need of force 100% 1.0 1.0 
Argues for use of violent treatment to extract 
information 
100% 1.0 1.0 
Prisoner combatants are unlawful 100% 1.0 1.0 
Demonization of enemy 95% .95 0.85 
American Lives are worth more than others 95% .95 0.85 
Prisoners are terrorists 100% 1.0 1.0 
Reference to Pressure of war to defend what 
happened 
95% .95 0.85 
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Table 48: Intercoder Reliability for Blog Posts 
 Inter-rater 
Reliability 
%-Agreement 
Perreault & 
Leigh’s I223 
General Information about Blog Post 
Does post reference an article? (1=yes, 0=no) 100% 1.0 
Post cites Elite paper 100% 1.0 
Post cites news article 100% 1.0 
Post cites opinion piece 90% 0.89 
Post cites other source 100% 1.0 
Challenges facts/reasoning of cited article 100% 1.0 
Defends facts/reasoning of cited article 90% 0.89 
General discussion of cited article 100% 1.0 
Position on Treatment 
Post argues in favor of the use of violent treatment 
224
 100% 1.0 
Post argues against the use of violent treatment  100% 1.0 
Post argues neither in favor nor in opposition of violent 
treatment  
100% 1.0 
Type of Argument 
Post uses overall moral argument 100% 1.0 
Post uses overall prudential argument 90% 0.89 
Post uses mixed argument  80% 0.77 
Post uses unclear argument  90% 0.89 
Post makes no argument 100% 1.0 
Rhetorical Tools 
Use of Sarcasm as rhetorical response to defend the use 
of violent treatment 
100% 1.0 
Use of sarcasm as rhetorical response to oppose the use 
of violent treatment  
100% 1.0 
Unspecified use of sarcasm 90% 0.89 
Reference to Liberals in order to defend violent 
treatment  
100% 1.0 
Reference to Conservatives in order to oppose violent 
treatment  
100% 1.0 
Neutral
225
 Argumentative Points Mentioned in Blog Post 
Post criticizes media coverage in general 90% 0.89 
Post criticizes media coverage as unpatriotic/damaging 100% 1.0 
Post criticizes media for insufficient coverage 100% 1.0 
General criticism of Liberals/Democrats 100% 1.0 
                                                          
 
223
 Due to the considerable smaller size of the blog sample, only Perreault & Leigh’s I has been calculated, 
but no lowerbound interval limit, given that admittedly the reliability estimates controlling for chance are 
less reliable.   
224
 “Violent treatment” here refers to the prisoner abuse scandal in Abu Ghraib, no matter whether the piece calls is 
“abuse”, “torture” or “mistreatment”. 
225
 “Neutral” here referring to an argumentative point that neither supports nor opposes the use of violent 
treatment. 
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General Criticism of Republicans/Conservatives 80% 0.77 
Talks about accountability 80% 0.77 
Raises national security 80% 0.77 
Discussion of Evidence 90% 0.89 
Definitional issues: what is torture? 90% 0.89 
Makes distinction between mandated rough treatment 
and Abu Ghraib abuses 
100% 1.0 
Speaks specifically about costs/benefits of treatment 90% 0.89 
Discussion of who we are (as opposed to who we appear 
to be) 
90% 0.89 
Argument about critics of violent treatment  90% 0.89 
Argument about command structure 90% 0.89 
Argument about administration 90% 0.89 
Accuses Administration of lying/deceiving 100% 1.0 
Criticism of American People 100% 1.0 
Talks about respect for other cultures 100% 1.0 
Abu Ghraib wasn't that bad/Wasn't torture 100% 1.0 
Defends Bush/Administration  100% 1.0 
Abu Ghraib/Guantanamo is an isolated case (few bad 
apples) 
100% 1.0 
Abuse is widespread/systematic/not isolated 100% 1.0 
Bad apples have been sentenced/punished 100% 1.0 
Punishment/Clean-up not far-reaching/serious enough 90% 0.89 
Makes a legal argument 90% 0.89 
Moral/Legal Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Reference to Military Rules/Military Code of Conduct 90% 0.89 
Violent treatment is inhumane 100% 1.0 
Treatment is violation of human rights 90% 0.89 
Treatment is against humanitarian values 90% 0.89 
Against traditional American values 100% 1.0 
Takes for granted that torture/treatment is wrong or says 
that it is simply wrong 
100% 1.0 
Treatment is categorically wrong/deontological/Kantian 100% 1.0 
Challenges domestic legality of treatment 100% 1.0 
Challenges international legality of treatment 100% 1.0 
Creation of bad moral climate (Opens door) 100% 1.0 
Prudential Arguments Opposing Violent Treatment 
Raises America's image/moral authority/others hating 
America as consequence of Abu Ghraib 
80% 0.77 
Violent treatment destroys America's moral 
authority/image 
100% 1.0 
Violent treatment endangers American soldiers/prisoners 80% 0.77 
Treatment fuels insurgency or terrorism/damages success 
of war on terror 
100% 1.0 
Violent treatment is victory for terrorists/Al-Quaida 100% 1.0 
Questions effectiveness of treatment to extract 
information 
100% 1.0 
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No guaranty to get accurate information 100% 1.0 
Comparison with totalitarian torturers (Stalin, Hitler, 
etc.) 
100% 1.0 
Prisoners are innocent/suspects/not proven guilty 90% 0.89 
Moral/Legal Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Moral utilitarian (greater good) 100% 1.0 
Defends domestic legality of treatment 100% 1.0 
Defends international legality of treatment 100% 1.0 
Prudential Arguments Supporting Violent Treatment 
Argues for the need of force 100% 1.0 
Argues for use of violent treatment to extract information 100% 1.0 
Prisoner combatants are unlawful 100% 1.0 
Demonization of enemy 100% 1.0 
American Lives are worth more than others 100% 1.0 
Prisoners are terrorists 90% 0.89 
Reference to Pressure of war to defend what happened 100% 1.0 
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